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This thesis examines the dynamics of music, spirituality and place in the West London suburb of Ealing. It is based on qualitative research, ethnography and music-focused participant observation in three culturally distinct faith communities located in close proximity. Tradition, performance and affect form the primary analytical perspectives for approaching the music of these communities. Each case study includes an analysis of the community’s history, examination of debates around tradition and authenticity, and detailed research exploring music-making and performance. The three case studies examined are: St Thomas the Apostle Anglican Church; Ealing Christian Centre (ECC); and Shri Kanaga Thurkkai Amman Hindu Temple (SKTA). 







I would like to first and foremost acknowledge and thank my two supervisors, Prof. David Gilbert and Dr. Henry Stobart, who have wholly supported me throughout this process and whom I could not have done this PhD without. Their unwavering support, kindness and understanding throughout for the last four years has kept me going, even at times when I felt as though there was such a momentous task ahead of me. Their continued support of my work has been invaluable in helping me grow not just as a researcher but also as an individual with confidence that I can achieve things that may at first feel impossible. For all of this, to them I am forever grateful.

I would like to also greatly thank and acknowledge the faith communities whom this thesis is centred upon; St Thomas the Apostle Anglican Church, Ealing Christian Centre and Shri Kanaga Thurkkai Amman Hindu Temple. Without these communities’ input and support, this thesis would not have ben possible. Each community welcomed me and provided me with much joy, friendship and spirituality over the last four years of which I am truly grateful for and touched by. My time with each community forged friendships and great memories that will live beyond the four years of the research. 

At St Thomas I would particularly like to thank Father Robert and his family for always being so welcoming and enthusiastic about my work. Father Robert has always been open to helping me with my research, giving me a run down of Anglican music history that was invaluable to my research on Anglican music. Thank you Father Robert and I hope I have done you and Anglican music proud! I would also like to thank the choir of St Thomas who welcomed me and provided the context for my first piece of ethnographic work. Rachel and Roy, my alto buddies, are lovely singers as well as lovely people, I feel lucky to have shared a pew with them. I am also grateful to Caroline, Sarah and Sue, amazing soprano singers, who granted me my first interviews for the project, and are wonderful people to have sang across from at St Thomas church. St Thomas’ choirmasters, Ed Cooke and Michael Mappin were also so essential in helping further my understanding of choral music and what it means to be part of a choir. I would also like to thank Sian and Roger and Aileen, Rose and Cynthia all for sharing their stories with me, as well as their warm spirits. 

At Ealing Christian Centre, I would like to thank the Worship Team for welcoming me and my research. I would like to particularly thank Pastor Sam for his continued interest and enthusiasm for the project, and for always being open to answering questions I had. Jonathan, Rebecca and George, amazing musicians, singers and leaders in the Worship Team, were also intrinsic to helping me understand what worship at the church means. Christina and Cluny, also amazing singers, were formative to my experience singing at the church, and I would like to thank them for opening up to me and treating me as one of their spiritual sisters. I would also like to thank Pastor Richard for his openness to my research at the church, his valuable insights were essential to my understandings of sacred music. Kwesi, aka Mr. K, was also intrinsic to my explorations into hip hop at the church, inviting me to his Christian hip hop nights that introduced me to a community of artists that I may have otherwise not found. Finally, one cannot think about Ealing Christian Centre without thinking of Elder Akin and his charismatic, larger than life personality. From our project’s very first visit to the church, Akin has supported our work with much keenness, always humorous, kind hearted and a pleasure to know. I will never forget the surprise when he pulled up a latch on the church’s stage to reveal a cool baptismal pool! The first of many incredible hidden features of Ealing Christian Centre’s building he revealed to us over the years. 

At Shri Kanaga Thurkkai Amman Hindu Temple I would like to thank the Temple Committee for welcoming me and my research at the Temple. I would particularly like to thank Jay for his insights into Hinduism, with his humorous takes on life being something I will always come back to for a smile. Siva was also central to my introduction to Temple, always helpful in explaining things that may have seemed obvious to him, but nonetheless gave his time to explain to me. I would like to thank Monisha and Angel who were so important in the early stages of my orientation to the Temple, giving their time to helping me settle in, becoming not only my fellow devotees at the Temple, but friends for life. It was an honour and a spiritual highlight of my research to sing alongside Sutha and Rohini at the Temple’s 2017 Chariot Ther Festival. I would like to thank both for inviting me to join this special singing group, providing me not only with a remarkable research experience, but also with an opportunity to experience Amman’s energy and power for myself. Finally, I would like to acknowledge the Oriental Fine Arts Academy of London’s key contribution to this thesis. From my first visit to the Academy, seeing the immense amount of creativity and talent on display, I could sense there was something special about the group of people involved that work tirelessly to make the Academy possible. I would like to especially acknowledge the Academy for courteously lending me a Veena to practice with when I faced difficulties locating one in London, an instrument that formed a major part of my understanding of Carnatic music. I would like to thank my amazing Veena teachers, Priya, Aunty Thusha and Vish for not only their excellent musicianship and coaching, but also the experience of what a guru-shishya, teacher-apprentice relationship means in Carnatic music, within the smaller details, such as helping me wrap my sari before a performance. 

I would like to acknowledge and thank the Making Suburban Faith team, without whom this project would not have been possible. I am enormously thankful and grateful to Claire Dwyer, whose infectious passion and dynamism was motivating and inspiring throughout the four years of the research. I look up to Claire greatly as an academic, not only in the strength of her work, but also in her kind and helpful spirit that was always supportive of me and my research. I owe a huge thank you to my PhD sister, Laura Cuch, who has been there for me throughout this time, keeping me positive when I at times felt I could not make it. Seeing her photographic and film work at each of the communities develop over time provided much inspiration for my own work. Our working days together, as well as our sharing our love of food, tea and life, gave me much needed moral support during my write up year, a favour of which I hope to return for her own. Naz was also a great support to me, always telling me I could do it, never doubting my ability. Christian was an important part of our project, whom I am happy to have shared my first moments at Ealing events with. I feel lucky and blessed to have landed in such a great doctoral research project that felt more like friends than co-researchers, making the process of research all the more enjoyable and fun. 

At Royal Holloway, University of London I would like to thank the Departments of Geography and Music for their support of my work. In Geography, I would like to particularly thank Veronica for her help in my early formulisations of sacred sonix, as well as her continued support of the Making Suburban Faith project as a whole. I would like to thank Moya especially for being such a warm and kind person to me, always asking how my work was going. I always enjoyed our conversations, sharing many of our experiences of Hinduism. Rupert and Ray have also been invaluable in helping me out, either with technical or administrative matters. Their help has meant a lot to me, ensuring that my PhD ran smoothly. I would also like to thank Vandana for always being a friendly face in the Department, knowing, I think, the importance of what that meant to me. 

My family and friends have also been a great support to me throughout this process. I would like to give a shout out to my UCL “pomodoro” crew who kept me focussed but also gave me a much needed shared social space to work. Thanks also goes to Giuseppe Carta for helping me out with my thesis and being positive about my ability to do it. Alekka has been a constant source of support to me as a friend and “sister from another mista” since secondary school, I appreciate and love her for this. My brother Reuben has been a rock since childhood, his intellect a constant source of inspiration for me. I feel lucky to have such a cool older brother in him that I can talk to about everything. I would like to thank my sister Diana who has kept motivating me and never doubted my ability to do this PhD. Her humour and energy has given me the determination to carry on. I would like to thank my mum, Jean Hyacinth, who is my ultimate guide, strength and inspiration. Coming to England in the 1960s from the countryside of St James in Jamaica, her strength and willpower to surmount the world has always been awe-inspiring. My mum’s determination to move from working in the toy factory in South London, where she had her first job at fifteen, to eventually her goal and dream of working as a secretary in an office in the 1970s, attests to the amazingly strong line of determined women in our family and served as a model for my own determination to succeed beyond what was expected of me. As my nanna always says, “we nah come here to just work, we come here to thrive!”. My dad, Reuben LeBlanc Hyacinth, I am sure right now will be astonished and happy to see his last daughter pursuing a PhD. I will never forget his infectious laughter, his dancing and his rum and Reggae passion that has inspired my own path into music. His little island of Dominica, always in his heart, is always in mine. I hope I have done him and the Hyacinth family proud. This thesis is in part due to his strength and legacy. 









































Table of Contents 									9

Chapter 1: Introduction							           12
1.1 Sacred Suburbia: Music and Performance in Three Faith Communities	12
1.2 Emergent Suburban Faith							21
1.3 Geographies of Religion: Changing Notions of Sacred Space, Place and the 
   City											25
1.4 Music, Place and Religion							27


Chapter 2: Methodology: Practice and Positionality in Ethnographic Research										33 
2.1 Introduction									33
2.2 Fieldwork Context								35
2.3 Entering the Field								40 
2.4 Research Design 								           43
2.5 Positionality, Identity and Research						46
	2.5.1 Introduction								46
	2.5.2 Positionality at Amman Hindu Temple				49
	2.5.3 Positionality at Ealing Christian Centre				62
	2.5.4 Positionality at St Thomas Anglican Church			68 




2.7 The Question of Performance and Embodied Engagement		           81 2.8 Concluding Thoughts: Power, Representation and Ethics			90


Chapter 3. Singing a Tradition: Music and Performance at St Thomas the Apostle Anglican Church								94
3.1 Introduction									94
3.2 St Thomas the Apostle Anglican Church, Hanwell				96
3.3 Music and Tradition in Anglicanism						102 
3.4 Singing a Tradition								107
	3.4.1 Musical Memory							113
	3.4.2 “Our” tradition and “happy clappy” churches			116 3.4.3 Embodied Tradition							120
3.5 Sociality, Service and Spirituality						122
	3.5.1 Duty and Service as Spirituality for the Choir: “If I’ve been given a voice, I just want to use it!”							134




Chapter 4: The Sacred and the Secular at Ealing Christian Centre		153
4.1 Introduction									154
4.2 Ealing Christian Centre, Northfields						156
4.3 Musical Developments in the Pentecostal Tradition				163
	4.3.1 Contemporary Developments						166 
	4.3.2 “Performance of the Mega”: Worship Practices of the Contemporary        
           Pentecostal Megachurch							168
	4.3.3 Sacred/Secular in Contemporary Christian Music			170  
	4.3.4 ECC Worship Today							173
4.4 “Gifts and Talents”: Approaches to Music and Spirituality at ECC		175
	4.4.1 Gifting and Secular Music at ECC					179
	4.4.2 “Excellence” and Evangelism at ECC				183
4.5 “We are the space”: Space, Performance and Affective Music Making at ECC
											185
	4.5.1 Creating Affective Atmospheres					194
	4.5.2 Questions of Performance						196 
4.6 Out of Place? Holy Hip Hop in West London’s Suburbia			200
	4.6.1 Holy hip hop’s ‘twoness’						205
	4.6.2 Hip Hop as Ministry and “…artists who are Christian”		209
	4.6.3 “Underdogz” and Empty Promises					211 




Chapter 5: Performing for the Gods: Music and Performance at Amman Temple										220
5.1 Introduction									221 
5.2 Amman Hindu Temple, Central Ealing						223
	5.2.1 History of Sri Lankan Migration to the UK				226
	5.2.2 Hinduism at Amman Temple						230 
	5.2.3 Goddess Amman							232
5.3 Music and Hinduism History							234 
	5.3.1 Bhakti Movement, Devotional Music and Bhajans			234
	5.3.2 Carnatic Music								237 
	5.3.3 Tamil Music Movement and Tamil Language			239
5.4 “Back home”: (Re)Inventing Tradition at Amman Temple			242
	5.4.1 Music, Tradition and Tamil Identity					244
	5.4.2 (Re)Inventing Tradition						246 
	5.4.3 Debates of Authenticity						249
5.5 Tamil Language and Music Making at Amman Temple			253
	5.5.1 History and Overview of OFAAL					256
	5.5.2 OFAAL and Tamil Tradition in London				257
5.6 Carnatic Music, Caste and Social Status in the Diaspora			259
5.7 Performing for the Goddess: Music, Devotion and Performance at Amman Temple										262
	5.7.1 “Focus the mind…”							267
	5.7.2 Focus”, Embodiment and Practice					269 
	5.7.3 “She’s awake”: Performing for Goddess Amman			273
	5.7.4 Musical Performance in the “Play of the Universe”			276 
5.8 “Music is Energy”: Power and Possession at Amman’s Chariot Ther Festival
											278
	5.8.1 Amman Temple Chariot Ther Festival Context			279 
	5.8.2 Acts of Devotion at Amman Chariot Ther Festival			283
	5.8.3 Energy, Shakti and the Voice at the Chariot Ther Festival		287 
	5.8.4 “It’s in the blood”: Caste and Cultural Capital at the Chariot Ther Festival 									292
5.9 Conclusion									299

Chapter 6: Conclusion: Sacred Music in the Suburbs: Contrasts and Continuities										301 
6.1 Introduction									301
6.2 Three Faith Communities: Three Musics					305
6.3 Worship Spaces and the Organisation of Musical Creativity			307
6.4 Musical Networks and Traditions in Suburbia					311
6.5 Affect, Emotion and the Sacred							315
6.6 Concluding Thoughts: A Suburban Sacred Sonix?				317


























1.1 Sacred Suburbia: Music and Performance in Three Faith Communities





I begin to relax into the song and glance at the sopranos and tenors on the opposite pew. They are watching Michael closely too, with their song sheets held high and their postures in a tight and resolute position. The choir, though aware that this is the piece that we have to concentrate on the most, seem poised. I feel a tense pause before we took a collective breath. 
St Thomas Nine Lessons and Carols Service Fieldnote, Sunday 20th December 2015


Photo of St Thomas’s sanctuary, July 2016, taken by author

It is New Year’s Eve at Ealing Christian Centre. As we approach midnight, the atmosphere becomes more and more fervent. The Worship Team band are playing fast tempo, Gospel, R&B style music. There are thirteen singers on stage who energetically move to the music and sing passionately into their microphones. Most of the congregation are on their feet, dancing and singing to the sounds that reverberate throughout the auditorium’s speakers. Christina, a lead singer in the church’s Worship Team, points to the space below the large stage, calling for the congregation to move towards it. “God has made this area for you!” she exclaims, “We’re going to dance out 2016 and dance in 2017. Feel free!” Several congregants leave their seats to dance and wave flags by the front of the stage. As the New Year countdown approaches, Christina encourages the congregation to call out the numbers that appear on the large projector screen above the stage: 
“5, 4, 3, 2, 1…Happy New Year!! ”
The congregation erupts into ecstatic cheers and applause. The music then for a brief moment, comes to a pause, as the Worship Team exchange hugs, wishing each other a Happy New Year. Worshippers in the auditorium similarly exchange spontaneous warm New Year greetings and well wishes to those around them. The Worship Team resume their positions on stage and suddenly the music returns to a lively, loud chorus once again. The Worship Team lead the congregation into an upbeat song that they encourage the whole congregation to sing powerfully. Singers begin clapping their hands above their heads as Christina calls for worshippers to display the Holy Spirit’s power. The stands become filled with worshippers spilling out of their seats as children run around the auditorium freely. I see worshippers stomp their feet and turn in a circle, while others jump up and down, reaching their arms above their heads in joy. “Celebration” indeed feels like an apt word for the experience of a New Year at Ealing Christian Centre New Year.















Photo of ECC’s 2016 New Year’s Eve Celebration, December 2016, taken by author
A loud “whoomp” sound comes from the throng of devotees circling Goddess Amman’s Golden Chariot as it begins to chug up along Chapel Road, pulled by a cluster of barefoot devotees The Chariot is an octagonal shape with four columns facing the front and four to the back. It is brightly decorated in striking blue, gold and yellow shades. Large multi-coloured tassels hang from each column, gently swaying each time the Chariot is pulled. There is a buzz of excitement and frenzy as the thousands of devotees attending the annual Chariot Ther Festival, attempt to get a closer glimpse of the Goddess in all her finery, especially adorned in materials brought from Sri Lanka, for this special, auspicious occasion. As I get closer to the Chariot, the sound of the periya melam musicians, especially flown from Sri Lankan for the festival each year, increases. The drummers are in full swing, sounding rhythms that seem to fill the open space. The nagaswaram shawn players blow into their instruments with much vigour, creating a melodic accompaniment to the drums. The periya melam musicians, along with the recurring sound of the conch shell, transform the usually quiet Chapel Road into a temporarily festive, sonic space. Moving closer to the musicians, I feel completely enveloped in sound. The drummer increases his beats as a female devotee suddenly begins to spin in a circle, yelling repeatedly, “oha, oha!”. Devotees touch her as she continues to spin, appearing to be in a trance. Other devotees raise their hands above their heads while others clasp their hands to their chest or lips in a form of prayer. I see a Sri from the Temple whom I ask why music is important at the Festival. Pointing to the female devotee, he simply replies, “Music is energy”. 
Shri Kanaga Amman Thurkkai Temple Chariot Ther Festival Fieldnote, Sunday 13th August 2017

Photo of Goddess Amman’s Golden Chariot at the Shri Kanaga Amman Thurkkai Temple’s Chariot Ther Festival Fieldnote, August 2016, taken by author
This thesis is about religion, music and suburbia. The three opening vignettes are fieldnotes taken from the three case studies that are at the core of this thesis: St Thomas the Apostle Anglican Church, Ealing Christian Centre and Shri Kanaga Thurkkai Amman Hindu Temple. These three faith communities, practicing diverse musical traditions, are within a mile of one another in the suburb of Ealing, West London. The thesis raises issues about the relationship between music and religion, the importance of creative networks and tradition, and about the power of music to produce affect and emotion in the context of this suburban setting. The thesis has a number of core research questions, these are:

1)	What distinctive musics do faith communities create in contemporary suburban London?

2)	How is musical creativity organised in different suburban faith communities?

3)	How do musical practice and performance in suburban faith communities fit into wider creative networks and traditions?

4)	How is music in suburban faith communities used to produce affect, emotion and a sense of the sacred? 

This work forms part of a broader AHRC-funded research project, exploring religion and suburbia, entitled Making Suburban Faith: Design, Material Culture and Popular Creativity (www.makingsuburbanfaith.org.uk (​http:​/​​/​www.makingsuburbanfaith.org.uk​)). Making Suburban Faith investigates the ways in which suburban faith communities in Ealing create space through creative practices, engaging with a diverse range of faiths and employing a qualitative research approach. The project particularly turns its attention to the ways in which the aesthetics of faith are materialised and negotiated, how suburban faith communities engage meaningfully with their suburban locations, and how creative practice might be used to produce new forms of belonging in suburbia. My focus within the broader project was specifically on music and performance, whereas other work within the larger project examined these themes through the lens of material cultures, architectures and food culture. The overall project’s aim was to highlight religious creativity in suburbia, as an area underrepresented in academic work. The project afforded me a broad remit for developing my own research aims, while overlapping and intersecting with the its broader themes of religion, suburbia and creativity, and its commitment to empirical research.  

My research questions raise issues that cut across a range of literatures, regarding how suburbia has been understood and interpreted, as discussed in the rest of this introductory chapter. Firstly, I consider some the of the ways new suburban studies has sought to highlight the suburbs as a place of diversity, contrasting common depictions of them as a banal, mono-cultural landscape. I discuss how work on the suburbs has tended to focus on ethnic, rather than religious, diversity. This leads to an exploration of work that has focussed on religion in the suburbs, such as studies on suburban Pentecostal megachurches, local planning laws and different geographical articulations of suburban faith. Following this, I consider the ways in which suburbia has been thought of as fertile ground for the popular imagination and the experience of modernity. 

Next, I discuss recent literature on religion in the city and its changing relation to space, where I turn to work that has focussed on the relationship between new religious communities and the multicultural city and the ways in which these communities display religious agency in what can at times be challenging local environments. I then consider work on the Geographies of Religion, a sub-discipline of Cultural Geography, which looks at notions of sacred space. Here, I outline three common approaches, situating the thesis in the third approach that turns attention to the affective and embodied nature of making sacred space.
 
Following this, I discuss the relationship between music and place, drawing on literature from Ethnomusicology and Cultural Geography that elucidates the various ways in which music produces spatial identity. I look particularly at the ways that music can engender notions of both locality and translocal ideals, pointing towards literature on music and diaspora. 
Finally, I turn to long-running debates centred on music’s appropriate place in religion, contrasting ideas that music is a natural extension of spirituality with the opposing view that music in religion should be treated with suspicion. I discuss Hinduism’s notion of sound as the creative force of the universe as well as looking at some of Christianity’s positions on music. To conclude I return to the significance of religious creativity in suburbia, thinking through the ways in which the thesis is situated within these debates. 

Chapter 2 discusses my research methodology, but also the issues of position and research practice in this thesis. I discuss how my position in both Ethnomusicology and Cultural Geography, and the interdisciplinary character of  Making Suburban Faith, informed my methodology. I discuss why I decided to foreground embodied experience of music and music practice. Next, I outline the fieldwork context, discussing practical research decisions and the advantages and constraints of multi-site ethnography. I describe how and when my research began, detailing the formal research activity I undertook for each faith community. I then discuss my research design, describing how a non-model approach informed my initial approach to the field. I then discuss the ways in which methodologies from Cultural Geography and Ethnomusicology informed my approach towards the field and fieldwork, opening my thoughts to the meanings of place and culture. I then focus on my positionality in the research. I describe my identity as a black female researcher and I discuss issues of positionality within each faith community, turning particular attention to the ways in which my race, age and gender had various degrees of influence on this positioning. Next, I detail the two key research methods I employed, participant observation and interviews, highlighting their strengths and limitations. I consider the question of performance in research, specifically debates about whether learning to play and perform music is necessary for an understanding of it, and describe my experience of embodied engagement at each place of worship. Finally I turn towards issues of power, representation and ethics in research. I foreground the historically fraught relationship between ethnography and power, describe the ethical concerns I faced, and emphasise the value of reflexivity. To conclude, I provide a brief overview of the research approach I developed that centred on building relationships in the field, rather than simply gathering data. 

The main body of the thesis consists of three detailed ethnographic and qualitative studies. 

Chapter 3 examines music at St Thomas the Apostle Anglican Church in Hanwell. At the core of the chapter is the musical activity of St Thomas Choir, a long-standing institution that sings a mixture of modern and older Anglican hymns. Central to the chapter is how the Church’s traditional Anglican choral music informs ideals of tradition, sociality and service. The first section provides an overview of St Thomas, situating it within a parish community that has a strong connection to the materiality of the church building and to liberal forms of Anglicanism that seek to be welcoming and tolerant. The second section contextualises St Thomas’s choral music within a broader historical tradition stretching back several centuries. Key historical events such as the Reformation and the Oxford Movement are discussed as are on-going debates within Anglicanism about ritual and liturgy. Next, I discuss how tradition is articulated at St Thomas, particularly music’s role in cultural memory and embodiment. This leads to a consideration of the importance of ideals of sociality and service, and how these inform the Choir’s perceptions of spirituality. I particularly draw upon the Choir’s notions of voice and its importance in creating an aesthetic environment for worship. In turn this leads to the question of performance in choral singing, and debates within the Choir as to whether performance is an intrinsic part of what they do. In relation to this, the impact of St Thomas’ Church building on the ritualised nature of music and worship at St Thomas is considered. To conclude, I discuss the significance of the Church’s ideal of a parish village to understand its role as a traditional Anglican Church in a multicultural suburb. 

Chapter 4 explores music at Ealing Christian Centre in Northfields. ECC is a predominantly African and Caribbean Pentecostal Church that is part of the UK-based Elim Pentecostal Movement. The Church draws from a variety of musical influences, including African-American Gospel, Contemporary Christian Music that fuses Rock, Pop and R&B styles, and secular music genres such as Hip Hop and Reggae. The chapter discusses how this contemporary form of evangelical worship music informs the lively, affective and embodied nature of spirituality at ECC. The first section provides an overview of ECC’s transformation from a former cinema and nightclub to a Pentecostal church. I situate the Church within the global Pentecostal movement, and discuss how its increase in areas of Africa and Asia have informed a sense of a world mission. Next I trace the historical influences on the Church’s multifaceted musical styles, beginning with the Asuza Street Movement, the Jesus Movement and finally the Christian Contemporary music scene popularised by Pentecostal “megachurches” churches. I then turn to the Church’s perceptions of the relationship between music and spiritualty, highlighting its notion of “gifts and talents” in which music is seen as a spiritual gift from God to be shared with others. Within this discourse, I foreground the ideal of “excellence” that the Church asserts for its musical performance. Next I consider space and performance, discussing the ways in which lively worship is thought to make sacred space. The Church’s attitude to space informs notions of performance, with embodiment of the Holy Spirit as central in worship. Finally I provide an in-depth ethnographic account of Hip Hop at ECC. I discuss the ways in which performing Hip Hop creates tensions and debates over authenticity for young black, male Christian rappers. This is analysed with particular reference to geographical position in the suburbs, as an antithesis to Hip Hop’s standard image as an inner city music. To conclude, I suggest that Ealing Christian Centre utilises its music as not just in its expansion philosophy, but also as a way to bridge sacred and secular worlds, creating sacred space within a secular shell.  

Chapter 5 focusses on music at Shri Kanaga Thurkkai Amman Hindu Temple, central Ealing. The Temple is predominately Sri Lankan Tamil, serving a community of devotees that span West London’s outer suburban boroughs. The Temple practices an orthodox Saivite form of Hinduism originating in South India as well as two forms of music; Carnatic and devotional. The chapter focuses on how music responds to the Temple’s diasporic context, and how transnational flows, social status and ideals of tradition shape its music. The first section provides an overview of the Temple’s conversion from a Baptist Chapel to an ornate, colourful Hindu Temple. I discuss the migration of Sri Lankan Tamils to the UK and Europe, with reference to the Sri Lankan Civil War. I then discuss the nature of worship at the Temple, particularly its role as a Goddess Temple and the ways in which the Goddess’s power is perceived by devotees. The next section connects the Temple’s two musical forms to three important historical movements spanning three centuries, the Bhakti, Tamil Music Movement and the early 20th century Indian nationalism movement. Next I focus on notions of tradition at the Temple, noting the ways “back home” creates debates about authenticity, centred on music and language within different generations at the Temple. I also point towards the dual diasporic identity of young devotees and how this is expressed through music, and the importance of Tamil Schools in maintaining tradition. Next I turn attention to performance at the Temple, examining the ways music is articulated as a spiritual medium. This includes articulations of the relations between “focus” and the “mind” and the position of the disciplined body. Performance is informed by Hinduism’s conception of the “play of the Universe”. I provide a close ethnographic study of the Temple’s annual Chariot Ther Festival. I foreground the periya melam, a musical troupe brought from Sri Lanka each year to play at the Festival, highlighting their role in debates over authenticity, caste and tradition. Finally, I examine the ways in which the Temple has created a hybridised, transnationally informed musical tradition in the context of a diaspora still dealing with the effects of a war. 





1.2 Emergent Suburban Faith 
One of the core themes and aims of this thesis is to uncover the often under-represented relationship between faith and the suburbs. Western suburbs have often been pictured as homogenous, mono-cultural, middle-class enclaves where images of detached or semi-detached houses, white picket fences and neatly trimmed lawns stereotypically spring to mind. However, the suburbs are and have always been a site of transformation. The growing academic interest in “suburban studies” reflects this. Clapson’s Suburban Century (2003) replaces the image of suburban uniformity and blandness with one of the suburbs as dynamic, multicultural sites. Clapson traces demographic changes of the suburbs in America and the UK since the 1950s, arguing that academics and planners should “divest themselves of any idea that the suburbs are still white, middle-class and nucleated placeless places” (p.197). There have been similar studies on the growing multiculturalism of the suburbs, such as King’s (1997) study of the “multicultural bungalow” (p.77). Other studies have focussed on suburbs becoming ethnic enclaves, such as Li (2009) who popularised the term “ethnoburb” to describe the phenomenon of Asian and Chinese suburban settlement in Los Angeles. Li, amongst others, sought to challenge and complicate classic theories of urban geography to show the multifaceted nature of contemporary migration and ethnic demographics.

These studies are helpful in opening up debate to include other groups and factors and to reflect the reality of what is an undoubtedly significant demographic shift in Western suburbs. However, discourse on suburban diversity has tended to focus on racial rather than religious diversity, though there is a growing literature on this theme. This often focuses on the development of Islam in suburban areas, particularly the planning and practicalities of new mosques. Gale & Naylor (2002) call attention to how non-Christian buildings have been portrayed as “alien” in the suburban landscape, a “geography of exclusion” (p.387). 

This thesis contributes to the emerging interest in religion in diverse suburbs. Brown’s (2005) Faith in Suburbia uses the term “suburban theology” (p.31) suggest differences from urban and rural religion, noting that there is an “authentic story about the suburbs which generates a distinctive social analysis and which enriches all contextual theology” (p.31). In religious suburban studies there has been a tendency to focus on particular sites notably the rapid rise of evangelical Christian megachurches in the United States and Australia. Hillsong, the megachurch set up in a north-western suburb of Sydney in 1997, has been heralded as a new type of non-city church. Goh’s (2008) study highlights Hillsong’s particular “spatial logic” (p.288), noting that the church is “explicitly paired with the city of Sydney itself, in particular the mega-structures and icons of the Harbour Bridge and Opera House which not only dominate the waterfront cityscape, but are also responsible for bringing in large numbers of tourists to the city” (p.297). In what he calls the “performance of the mega” (p.288) suburban evangelical megachurches utilise the image of the successful, dynamic, wealthy city as part of their prosperity theology, attempting to re-configure the suburban surrounding of the church with the same commercial abundance, wealth and glitzy aspirations of the city (Goh’s work is discussed in more detail in Chapter 4). Lindenbaum’s (2012) study of a Sacramento megachurch demonstrates how it capitalises on stereotypes of secular suburbs, by offering residents a social-spiritual experience. He notes that “evangelical megachurches produce a sense of community in suburbs that lack the equivalent secular social institutions” (p.72). Lindenbaum points to new forms of Christianity that have emerged in US suburbs where “transient residents sought stability and belonging” (p.72). The recent phenomenon of suburban megachurches, as well as the development of mosques and temples in the suburbs, has engendered new ways of thinking about how religion may change with a new geography. 
 
The wider work of the Making Suburban Faith project, has also contributed to this growing field. Dwyer, Gilbert & Shah (2012) critique suburban studies noting an “implicit acceptance of the inevitability of secularisation” (p.406). This they argue has meant that across both suburban and diaspora studies, there has been a “tendency to treat religion as a marker of ethnic difference rather than to study beliefs and practices” (p.406). They present different articulations of suburban faith characterised as ‘semi-detached faith’, ‘edge-city faith’ and ‘ethnoburb faith’ to highlight the creativity, diversity and trans-national nature of contemporary West London suburbia. Their study positions suburban religion as more than just another form of diversity, but also thinks about how suburban religion may be distinctive “by opening up the relationships between space, faith and mobilities” (p.406). 







1.3 Geographies of Religion: Changing Notions of Sacred Space, Place and the City
Recently, there has been a growing interest in religion’s relation to the contemporary city. There has been focus on the tensions that may arise when a new religious space appears, such Gale & Naylor’s (2002) work discussed above highlighting the “geography of exclusion” (p.387) that non-Christian religious communities have at times encountered when opening up new places of worship. They, however, detect a shift in attitude in which new places of worship are welcomed by local governmental institutions as part of diverse, multicultural contemporary cities, a post-millennial mode of governance that Vertovec (1996) calls “institutionalised multiculturalism” (p.49). Diasporic suburban faith communities display an often under-recognised social agency, harnessing local political connections in navigating planning issues. The strengthening of the relationship between the state and religious communities has been mutually beneficial and strategic in increasingly diverse areas, like Ealing. This has aided in the development of new religious buildings to become the most significant non-commercial influence on built form and landscapes in many suburbs. 

Beaumont & Baker (2011) in their discussion of “post-secular” cites, contend that religion has returned to the centre of public life, particularly in policy and governance. They highlight the emergence of new spaces of religion in cities that work with secular organisations, spaces that can “find themselves caught in a series of contradictory dynamics, including simultaneous and dialectical processes of secularization alongside the growing deprivatization of faith” (p.5). 

Geographies of religion, a sub-discipline of Cultural Geography, has similarly called for an expanded notion of religion and sacred space, paying attention to the dynamic and creative ways in which the sacred/secular binary has been complicated in contemporary cities. One of the key ways that geographies of religion has thought about the relationship between the city (and potentially the suburbs) and religion is through reformulating ideas of sacred space. For example, recent expanded notions of sacred space, formulised to better fit into a modern urban world, depart from Eliade’s classic ideas in The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion (1959). Eliade proposes an ideal of sacred space that reflects the ordered “cosmos of the Gods” (p.10) through its sharp distinction from profane space. He posits that the “sacred is tantamount with being-in-place. The sacred is the place, and is attained when one is ultimately in place” (p.11). Thus, Eliade positions sacred activity firmly in a unique geographical place, distinctively fixed and demarcated as different, a place that is a “manifestation of something of a wholly different order” (p.11). Della Dora (2010) outlines three approaches to sacred space, the first being influenced by Eliade’s definition of bounded, demarcated sacred space. The second is a social constructivist approach, influenced by Marxian thought, that highlighted the power relations of sacred space. The third approach that Della Dora outlines, which informs the approach of this thesis, is a turn to affect in the making of sacred space. Della Dora suggests that the first two approaches significantly downplay “ineffable aspects of the spiritual experience of sacred space, which is what makes it distinct in many respects” (p.6), adding that by simply reducing the “sacred into a social force” (p.6), governed by ritual, liturgy and power, historical notions of sacred space strip devotees and worshippers of a spiritual affective agency. Della Dora proposes attention to the “numinous and the emotional” (p.6) that exceeds Eliade’s limited conception of enclosed, bounded sacred spaces. This mirrors Holloway’s (2006) call for a “vitalised” (p.182) understanding of space in which “the sacred is corporeally sensed in space and place” (Holloway, 2003:1964) and reflects the thesis’ focus on the emotive, embodied and affective nature of sacred space-making. 





1.4 Music, Place and Religion
Holloway (2003) inquires; “in a disenchanted world of secular pressures and processes, where and when do the spiritual and the religious appear?” (2003:1961). In response, this thesis contends that despite the supposed secularity of the suburbs, the spiritual can be found within the creative practices of religious communities. While music in suburbia has been under-researched, the role of music in religion has been debated and contested over millennia. The thesis draws upon both Ethnomusicology and Cultural Geography in developing approaches to music and place, and music’s relationship to religion. 

Ethnomusicologists have analysed the importance of place in music-making. In Feld and Basso’s co-edited collection, Senses of Place (1997), they draw attention to the ways in which “people encounter places, perceive them and invest them with significance” (p.8), a social-sonic phenomenon in which “places naturalise different worlds of sense” (p.8). In his chapter, Feld (1997) develops the term “acoustemology” to describe the ways in which places sonically resound and reverberate. According to Feld, the music-making of the Kaluli people of Bosavi, Papua New Guinea is intimately tied to their physical surroundings in what he calls a “multisensory conceptualization of places” (p.94). Feld states that “acoustic time is always spatialised” (p.97) and that music occurs within a specific environment, a “sensual space-time” (p.97). Chapter 3 in particular explores the ways in which a building’s music and spirituality intersect. 

Martin Stokes’ edited book, Ethnicity, Identity and Music: The Musical Construction of Place (1994) traces the interplay between music and space in the formation of ethnic and national identities, arguing that music is meaningful because it “provides means by which people recognise identities and places, and the boundaries which separate them” (p.5). Music can for example, demarcate identities in particular geographical areas, such as hip-hop in the inner city or garage bands in the suburbs. Place, Stokes argues, “for many migrant communities, is something which is constructed through music with an intensity not found elsewhere in their social lives” (p.114). Stokes posits that music constructs spatial identity through four themes: (1) ethnicity, identity and the nation state; (2) hybridity and difference, (3) ethnicity, class and the media and (4) gender. These themes highlight the particular modes through which music constructs meaning in embodied, mediated, gendered and nationalistic ways. “Music out of place”, Stokes affirms, is often “music without meaning” (p.98). In the introduction to The Routledge Companion to the Study of Local Musicking (2018), Brucher & Reily contend that musicking (Small 1998) a term to describe experiences of making music together discussed below, often occurs within the specific geographical framework of the “local”, the production of which takes place through “ceremonies, rituals, practices” (p.12). Musicking is therefore an “effective technology of interactivity that is used throughout the world in mediating people’s relation to their localities, shaping their commitments to the locality and to the people with whom they interact with” (p.6). They suggest however, that musicking can “transcend the limits of locality” (p.5) to inform national and transnational identities that are also at once folded into local identities. One such example of this is the ways in which ECC transmit their West London produced worship music outwards through their internationally distributed Elim Sound music label. ECC singers, rappers and musicians organise frequent music trips to Japan in which they showcase their Ealing based, homegrown music. Stokes (1994) affirms that musicians often live in “conspicuously translocal cultural worlds” (p.98) in which the “value in locality is often perceived to be precisely their ability to transcend the cultural boundaries of their locality” (p.98). 

Ramnarine (2007) foregrounds the ways in which diasporic cultures have complicated traditional thinking on the relation between music and place through formations of transnationality, transnational music networks and motilities. She highlights how music and diaspora in multicultural cities are often examined through notions of cultural groups maintaining “distinct traditions or cultural exchanges resulting in the ‘fusions’ that characterize global cities like London” (p.6). Diasporas, however encourage music researchers to “look beyond music and people on the move as merely complicating our cherished conceptual presumptions about music mapped onto geographies and societies” (p.3). McAlister (2012) asserts that music becomes “sonic points on a cognitive compass that orients diasporic people in time and space. Tuning in to sonic compass points is one way they come to know a sense of belonging” (p.27). Music orients an individual to a “diasporic horizon” (McAlister 2012:30), a spatial imagining of both past and future, home and the homeland. Amman Temple demonstrates the musical transnationalism of a diasporic community, one that relies both on Carnatic musicians from South India and Sri Lanka and from local Tamil Schools for a mixture of local and transnational musicianship. 

Ethnomusicologists and music sociologists have also examined music’s capacity to create spaces in social life. In Music in Everyday Life, DeNora (2000) posits that music “acts” as an active force in social life. According to DeNora, music creates around us a special kind of emotional, “aesthetic environment” (p.25) which we experience through the particular phenomenon of sound and its cultural and political meanings. DeNora further notes that “musical materials provide parameters that frame dimensions of experience” (p.27). This framing of experience is important to the way in which music creates space and spatial identities, placing individuals and communities within embodied, affective sonic environments. Small (1998) develops the term musicking to describe the way in which music engenders social relations. He notes that the “act of musicking establishes in the place where it is happening a set of relationships, and it is in those relationships that the meaning of the act lies” (p.13). Both places and music contain within them meaning, thus making the convergence of the two all the more powerful and extraordinary. 

Various cultural geographers have critiqued the predominance of the visual over the sonic in geographical research. Smith (1994) for example, argues that space is made through sound as well as sight and is “integral to the geographical imagination” (p.238). She asks: “What would happen if we thought about space in terms of its acoustical properties rather than in terms of its transparency or its topology?” (p.165). She posits music as an inherently space making medium, producing what she calls “soundworlds”, a social-sonic phenomenon that brings “spaces, peoples and places into form”, and contrasts the notion of ‘soundscape’ to the visually dominated concept of landscape (2000:618). In their editorial to the special issue of Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers on “The Place of Music” (1995), Leyshon, Matless & Revil outline some of the ways in which music produces place and geographical imaginaries. They note that to “consider the place of music is not to reduce music to its location…but to allow a purchase on the rich aesthetic, cultural, economic and political geographies of musical language” (p.425). Hudson (2006) similarly argues that “music has the ability to conjure up powerful images of place, feelings of deep attachment to place” (p.626) and that “music plays a very particular and sensuous role in place making” (p.627). Music then, can be positioned as inherently geographical. The three places of worship at the centre of this thesis each encapsulate a unique soundworld that occurs in suburban London. 

Both Ethnomusicology’s and Cultural Geography’s approaches to music and place are significant in understanding why music can be deemed “in” or “out of place”. Music has also occupied a complex position in the history of religious thought. Whether music is a requirement for spirituality or simply an aesthetic distraction has been long debated. In his introduction to Enchanting Powers, Music in Worlds Religion, Sullivan (1997) outlines different approaches to music and spirituality. One approach views music as a natural extension of spirituality and the spirit; music is a reflection of the divine and sacred music-makers are in an act of spirituality when they make music. Sullivan states that within this approach music “magically modulates the spirit as well as the world that resounds with it. Music is the most effective sign of the human spirit and its transformative capacities” (p.5). Sullivan points to Beck’s thoughts on Hinduism and music to illustrate this. In Sonic Liturgy, Ritual and Music in Hindu Tradition (2012) Beck asserts that Hinduism can be termed a “sonic theology” in which conceptions of sound are central to Hindu philosophy. The concept of Nada-Brahman (“sacred sound”) places sound at the centre of the universe’s origin story, “binding the human realm to the divine” (p.25). I discuss this in more detail in the chapter on the Amman Temple, linking this to its musical and performance practices. The alternative position sees music can be conceived of as a distraction from the divine, instead of a transmitter of spirit. As Sullivan suggests music is therefore regarded as the “outcome of a spell it casts on listeners or a false consciousness that it conjures in order to distract from its true intents” (p.9). 

St Augustine of Hippo (354-430 AD) famously elucidated the appropriate role of music in early Christianity in De Musica. St Augustine describes the dilemma between an inclination to derive pleasure from music and what he perceived as the need for self-discipline to access the divine. In Augustine’s later work, Confessions, he accuses himself of “‘a grievous sin’ when he finds the ‘singing itself more moving than the truth which it conveys’” (Phillips 2006:4). Augustine’s meditations and inner turmoil about music are part of a long-running debate about the relationship between words and sounds. As Phillips (2006) notes, St Augustine knows that “music has the potential to draw a person closer to God, yet his theology demands that the soul transcend sensual pleasure and reach rational deliberation before one can truly contemplate the divine” (p.4-5). St Augustine’s deliberations on music’s place in early Christianity were echoed at the Council of Trent (1545-1563), initiated by Pope Paul II (1534-1549) to undertake institutional reform addressing contentious issues that had arisen within Christianity. One of these was about the role of music in liturgy. The following text comes from the canon of 10th September 1562:

All things should indeed be so ordered that the Masses, whether they be celebrated with or without singing, may reach tranquilly into the ears and hearts of those who hear them, when everything is executed clearly and at the right speed. In the case of those Masses which are celebrated with singing and with organ, let nothing profane be intermingled, but only hymns and divine praises. The whole plan of singing in musical modes should be constituted not to give empty pleasure to the ear, but in such a way that the words may be clearly understood by all, and thus the hearts of listeners be drawn to the desire of heavenly harmonies, in the contemplation of the joys of the blessed. They shall also banish from church all music that contains, whether in the singing or in the organ playing, things that are lascivious or impure.
Quoted in Weiss & Taruskin (2008:114) 

In Chapter 3, I talk about this tension in the English Reformation, when music became a focal point of debate. These tensions, not merely centred on Christianity, give prominence to the long presence of music in religious worship. Yet, music practiced within worship spaces are rarely discussed as expressions of human creativity. Dwyer et al (2018) have highlighted the need for a closer analysis of suburban religious creativity in particular, such as the distinctive architectural, musical and material practices that suburban religions display. They note that “religion is rarely understood as being creative: indeed organised religious practice is much more often understood as ritualistic, controlled or constrained by hierarchies or liturgical rules…in short, the antithesis of a common understanding of creativity” (p.3). This thesis, similarly, seeks to foreground creative dimensions of the music cultures of three faith communities, whilst paying attention to the ways in which religious music informs spatial identities. My approach to this research, and the significance of my own identity and position is the subject of the next chapter. 


Chapter 2: Methodology: Practice and Positionality in Ethnographic Research 

2.1 Introduction
This chapter will explore and engage with key themes and issues relating to methodology within my research. My PhD was research driven, with qualitative empirical data forming the major part of my analysis. Though I began the PhD with a broad commitment to immersive participation, research questions and methodologies developed directly out of the process of research. Situated in the Departments of Geography and Music at Royal Holloway, my PhD also had a broad commitment to forms of research that came out of the academic disciplines of Cultural Geography and Ethnomusicology. As discussed in the thesis’ Introduction, my research was also informed by the Making Suburban Faith research project that it was a part of. Thus my very initial research question, in response to the broader project, was: how does the emotional, affectual and embodied experience of music and worship differ in different faith communities? In light of this question, I then asked myself: how do I research this? Is it necessary to experience it? I realized, through initial visits to each place of worship, that not only did I wish to experience music as an observer, but also at a deeper level of ethnographic involvement in two ways. One was to move beyond the experience of an audience or congregation member, and acquire a practitioner’s perspective; thereby participating and engaging at an embodied and emotional level. The second way was to deeply embed myself in the preparation, rehearsals and development of musical skills of each place, in order to gain a fuller sense of what it means to participate in those forms of worship, in each particular space. Thus my research questions developed to four distinct questions concerning the intersection between music, spirituality and space as described earlier in the Introduction. The research questions therefore evolved from the research and my commitment to embodied participation at each place of worship. The first section of the chapter, “Fieldwork Context” outlines the research framework, discussing practical research decisions I made such as why I chose to focus on three particular places of worship and detailing my research activities. 
The second section of the chapter, “Entering the “Field”” will trace the theoretical development of my research methodology drawing on the disciplines of both Ethnomusicology and Cultural Geography. I discuss how Ethnomusicology’s “new fieldwork” approach and Cultural Geography’s critical turn towards the notion of place informed the way I conceived of the field and fieldwork, and how I subsequently adopted as well as rejected certain research methodologies and perspectives. 

The third section, “Positionality and Identity in Research” considers debates regarding positionality, particularly the ways in which a researcher’s perceived identity can affect research. I begin by considering some of these debates, such as the long running question regarding what it means to be inside/outside, how being a “home” or “native” researcher positioned me and the ways in which different aspects of my identity affected my position at each place of worship. The following sections then discuss my experiences of positionality at each place of worship specifically. The Hindu Temple postionality section has specific “Race”, “Gender” and “Age” sections which I do not have for the other places of worship, to detail my pivotal and particular experiences at the Temple along each of these lines of identity. Therefore, a considerable proportion of this chapter is dedicated to exploring the impact of my positionality; an area that deserves significant attention as it was central to how I was received at each place of worship and how I was able to conduct and develop my research methods. 

The third section, “Methods: Detailing Practice” details the empirical practice of my research methods. I discuss how I undertook my main research practices of participant observation and interviews. I describe the ways in which these methods took on different forms at each place of worship and assess each method’s advantages and disadvantages. I pay particular attention to my experience of embodied participation and the importance of this as a distinct research method at each place of worship. 






I joined the Making Suburban Faith research project in January 2015. The project had pre-existing links to a diverse range of faith communities and places of worship in Ealing. In January 2015, our project team went on a tour of five Ealing faith communities. Three of the faith communities we visited would form the core three case studies of my thesis, the other two faith communities we visited on the tour were Ealing Liberal Synagogue and a Sikh Gurdwara. Having grown up in South London, this was my first time in Ealing. Thus, it was a locale with which I was unfamiliar, and with which I had no prior connections to or knowledge of the communities. Making Suburban Faith’s established links to the three faith communities made initial contact and entry easier for me than perhaps it would have otherwise been, as discussed in the Postitionality section below. On the tour we were introduced to key gatekeepers at each place of worship that would later help me a great deal in gaining access and securing interviews. Without Making Suburban Faith’s links, I believe it may have taken longer to build trust with key people in each community and therefore longer to secure approval to undertake research. 

I am often asked why I chose the three places of worship. The choice of the three came about rather organically within the first six months of the research project. On the initial tour in January 2015, I was particularly attracted to the three places of worship for two similar reasons; the people and each building’s history. We were welcomed warmly at each place on the tour and given a detailed description of the community and the building. This initial interaction formed the basis of my early interest in each place. For example, Father Robert’s warm and open spirit as well as his mention of St Thomas’ church being attuned to a certain musical note, caught my attention. At the Hindu Temple I was immediately struck by the sheer vibrancy and colour of the interior, as well as the sense of peace I felt there. At ECC, Elder Akin showed us several interesting features of the building including the old theatre’s box office, and towards the end pulled up the floor on the stage, that was once used as a trap door in magician shows, to reveal a cool looking baptismal pool! Somewhat overwhelmed by the end of the tour, I had already begun to formulise in my mind the places that I had found particularly interesting and drawn to. As I began to attend services at the three places of worship, with each having a unique history, I could sense the interesting comparisons and contrasts that could be drawn. 

In hindsight, researching three places of worship that I had little knowledge of and that were very different from each other was a great leap of confidence. However, there were a number of factors that made it possible and manageable. The first, as previously mentioned, was Making Suburban Faith’s pre-existing links to the communities. This helped a great deal in securing and establishing my place as a researcher at each place of worship. Also, the Making Suburban Faith project team working at the same places of worship at the same time meant that our research overlapped and connected. This enabled us to share knowledge and contacts, regularly undertaken at our monthly research meetings, thus speeding up the process of getting to know each place. The second was that the three places, all situated within Ealing, were geographically close to one another. I benefited from this geographical closeness, as I was able to move between each place relatively quickly, and would sometimes visit more than one place of worship in a day. For example, I would often attend ECC for the 11.15am Sunday service and then take a bus to the Hindu Temple for the Sunday Tamil School at 3.45pm. The frequent journeys between the places of worship, experiencing multiple religious musics in one day and becoming familiar with the calendric rhythms of each place helped me forge ideas about how different faith traditions and their musics interact with and respond differently to a common geographical setting. For example, it was thought provoking to be walking barefoot and singing in the Temple’s annual Chariot Ther Festival on an August summer Sunday, and the next week to be taking a bus to ECC on the same route. Thus my experience of travel between each space helped me understand the ways each place of worship operated and were situated in their particular locales. 

Marcus (1995) terms multi-sited ethnography “mobile ethnography” (p.96) in which the researcher is constantly on the move between the field sites. Despite travel between spaces importantly orientating me to each place of worship’s geography, it was also at times tiring. Another challenge of undertaking multi-sited fieldwork at a number of places of worship was that each place’s services and events often clashed. For example, St Thomas’ Sunday Communion began at 10am, while ECC’s Sunday services began at 9am and 11.15am, running for nearly two hours. ECC’s and St Thomas’ Christmas concerts also often occurred on the same Sunday evening before Christmas, as well as their music rehearsals that both took place on Friday evenings. I got around these clashes by attending services at each place of worship on alternate weeks and concentrating on one place of worship for a specific period of time. For example, for the twenty-five day Temple Chariot Ther Festival, I would attend the Temple almost exclusively during this period. I found that focussing on one place of worship for a period of time was beneficial when there was a special musical event or service taking place, as this would usually mean there were more people present that often presented opportunities to gather data and knowledge. 

My research began with attending and observing services at each place of worship from spring 2015. My research method first took on the form of participant observation when I joined the St Thomas choir rehearsals in October 2015. This first formalised participant observation experience with St Thomas prompted curiosity about experiencing the directly performative elements of each place of worship. I then decided to aim to experience participant observation in musical performance at each space, hence why the thesis has a dedicated section discussing performance in each of the case study chapters. Below are tables for each place of worship listing the services and performances I formally participated in at each place of worship. These are the musical events that I participated in an official capacity, either by asking the individual managing the event or being invited to formally participate. The tables demonstrate the variance of ethnography and research methods I undertook over four years of research at each place of worship. I would like to add however that the below by no means represents the only instances of research from which I gleaned data and valuable insights. Along with the below I regularly attended each place of worship’s services and cultural events, many times not related to music at all. 


St Thomas Research Activities
Date	October-December 2015	March-April 2016	May 2016	October-December 2016	April 2017	July 2017
Service/Event	Nine Lessons and Carols Service 	Passiontide Service 	“Come and Sing” Choral Workshop Event with Ralph Allwood 	Nine Lessons and Carols Service	Fauré Requiem	St Thomas Patronal Festal
Research Activity	Rehearsals, Choral singing performance 	Rehearsals,Choral singing performance 	Event co-organisation, rehearsal and singing performance	Rehearsals, Choral singing performance	Rehearsals,Choral singing performance	Rehearsals, Choral singing performance





ECC Research Activities 
Date	April-June 2016	October-December 2017	December 2017	March 2017	December 2017
Service/Event 	“Oxygen” Hip Hop/Spoken Word Events	Christmas Carol Service 	New Year’s Eve Celebration	J.O’s ‘The Fix’ Album Launch, The End Club	Christmas Carols, Ealing Shopping Centre 
Research Activity	ObservingPerformance	Rehearsals, Singing Performance	Rehearsals, Singing, Performance 	Observing Performance	Rehearsals, Singing Performance




Amman Temple Research Activities 
Date	October 2015 - July 2017	July 2016	August 2016	August 2017	August 2018
Service/Event 	OFAAL Tamil Saturday School	OFAAL Summer Showcase	Chariot Ther Festival	Chariot Ther Festival 	Chariot Ther Festival
Research Activity	Veena Lessons, Rehearsals, Performance 	Rehearsals, Performance	Volunteer, Pulling Amman Chariot rope	Rehearsals, Singing, Performance 	Singing, Performance
Research Methods	Participant Observation, Performance, Interviews	Participant Observation, Performance	Participant Observation,Interviews 	Participant Observation,Interviews	Participant Observation, Interviews
2.3 Entering the “Field”
Entering the field poses a variety of pressing questions for researchers. At the beginning of my research, entering the field posed two particular questions. The first was; what is the field? The second; what disciplines and methodologies would I draw from? The first question was particularly pertinent to me as I had little prior knowledge of the places and religions I would research. My broad remit of research was to empirically research music and spirituality in Ealing, aligned with the research on religion and suburbia undertaken by the Making Suburban Faith research group that my PhD was a part of. This meant that I did not begin the PhD with particular or set ideas about the precise manner in which I would undertake research, nor the places of worship I would research, apart from the fact that they would be in Ealing. Thus for a short time at the start of the PhD, I had no clear methodological plan and no set ideas about where my research would take me. Reflecting back, I believe this gave me productive space and freedom to explore various methods of conducting research that I may not have discovered had I decided on a set initial plan. I therefore eventually found that the second question, regarding what disciplines and methodologies I would employ, would inform the first question; what is the field? 

Being in both the Geography and Music departments at Royal Holloway University meant that I could draw from both the disciplines of Cultural Geography and Ethnomusicology. Rather than choosing one disciplinary methodology, my research became positioned between both disciplines. Both Ethnomusicology and Cultural Geography came to inform my view of, and approach to, the field and fieldwork, particularly in their notions of place and culture. I believe this interdisciplinary approach enhanced my research practice by giving me a variety of methods and tools to draw from. For example, early in my research I was greatly influenced by the edited volume “Shadows in the Field, New Perspectives for Fieldwork in Ethnomusicology” (Barz & Cooley eds. 2008). The book outlined “new fieldwork” approaches in Ethnomusicology that arose from critiques of classical anthropological methods, that had conceived of the field as a distinct and localised research site, a place that the researcher ‘entered’ and ‘exited’. Traditional anthropological fieldwork commonly involved a twelve-month research stay at a single site in a country foreign to the researcher. New fieldwork approaches sought to challenge this traditional research model by reconfiguring the field as an “experience rather than a place” (Hellier-Tinoco 2003:26). This new experiential approach to the field was influenced by post-colonial critiques of classical Anthropology that viewed “Culture” as a bounded and discrete phenomenon (Rice 2008). Michelle Bigenho’s text, “Why I Am Not An Ethnomusicologist” (2008) similarly had significant impact on the way I would approach fieldwork and particularly the study of music. Bigenho critiques the assumption that “music” is necessarily positioned as the “object of study, and I am then expected to musically map the geographic area of my purported expertise, an expectation that clings to a notion of bounded, discrete cultures tied to specifically grounded places” (p.28). 

Cultural Geography provided valuable perspectives on place that echoed, but also departed in some ways from Ethnomusicology’s notions of place above. Both ideas would become central to how I understood and approached the field, fieldwork, and the thesis as a whole. Similar to Ethnomusicology’s new fieldwork approach, rather than see place as a static and bounded phenomenon delineated by “Culture”, as did early anthropologists, the critical turn in Cultural Geography, taking place in the late twentieth century, saw that “places are never finished, but are produced through the reiteration of practices- the repetition of seemingly mundane activities on a daily basis” (Cresswell 2015:116). Williams (2015) notes that emerging geographical approaches to place coincided with the changing character of places under globalisation. Massey’s (1991) notion of a “relational sense of place” viewed places as continually being made and remade by different actors invested with different levels of power. Massey also referred to a “global sense of place” (2004:98) to show that the local, in the face of globalisation, attempted inventive strategies to sustain a local sense of place. This is in a sense what each faith community I researched was attempting to do in varying degrees. As Williams (2015) notes, Massey popularised the idea that “places are specific but are continually reproduced and open to contestation” (p.150). These approaches sought to “clarify the subjectivity of place experience, investigating individuals’ attachments to particular places, and the symbolic roles of places in fostering individual senses of belonging and dwelling in different cultures” (Williams 2015:149). Being part of the Making Suburban Faith team that was rooted in Cultural Geography and had a particular focus on creative practice in the suburbs, also impacted my thoughts on the importance of place in research. Within this turn, place was envisioned as something that individuals and communities created through their practices, continually making place meaningful to them. Cultural Geography therefore retained the value of place and place making in the forming of culture and society. 

These overlapping and distinct perspectives influenced the way I thought about the field and fieldwork. For example, Bigenho’s critique became significant to my research as I broadened my exploration of each place. Instead of viewing them as discrete places of worship, I came to see them as dynamic networks of transnational influences, migratory flows and hybrid cultures. After theoretical exploration, I positioned my view of place in my research between that of Cultural Geography and Ethnomusicology. On the one hand, each community could not simply be defined by a predominant and restrictive sense of place and “Culture”. Yet on the other, each community was, in some sense, a bounded culture, tied to their specific locations, histories and traditions. Joining these disciplinary perspectives and approaches together was the fact that the research was occurring in a distinct geographical location, the West London suburb of Ealing. Each community had a particular relation to their place that could not be ignored. This affected my methodology and the ways I would conduct research at each place. 




2.4 Research Design 
Beaudry’s (2008) non-model approach to research in which she describes leaving it up to the “informants to choose the manner in which they wish to instruct me and to decide in which directions they will channel me” (p.230) had significant influence on how I approached research design. In the earlier stages of my research, partially due to my lack of prior knowledge about each faith community, I earnestly followed up themes and directions given to me by participants. For example, at ECC a singer informed me about 29th Chapter, a hip hop group formed at the church that led to my wider research on hip hop at ECC. Thus my early research approach was open and exploratory, as I sought to acquire an understanding of the musical tradition of each place through the participant’s eyes and lead. Beaudry (2008) further describes her resistance to going into the field with set theoretical questions. She posits that many unexpected and unplanned for instances would have remained concealed had she not adopted a more open approach to having set research questions, leading her to valuable research discoveries. Though I had a broad project remit of researching music and spirituality, as previously discussed, I similarly began research with no set research questions. Themes developed and emerged over time as I began to learn more about each place. However, my initial lack of fully formed research questions at the beginning of my research perhaps led to my asking too many questions of participants. Early in my research, perhaps due to my lack of knowledge of the cultural traditions of the places of worship, I would keenly ask participants questions about something related to the music taking place or the service. For example, I would ask a question about a specific ritual at the Temple or the meaning of a lyric at ECC. I found that asking these initial questions, though helpful, occasionally distracted me from being fully absorbed in the service or the music. Stobart (2006) similarly discusses the tendency of asking “too many questions” (p.21) in relation to his ethnographic research in Bolivia. Stobart (2006) notes that researcher’s “desperation of data” (p.21) can lead to the researcher asking participants at their place of research too many questions, in the hope of explanatory answers, which can be off putting and irritating for participants. Stobart (2006) notes that this can lead to researchers treating participants as “informants rather than as people” (p.21). After becoming aware of initially asking too many questions of participants at each place of worship, I made a conscious effort to simply observe and blend in. Stobart (2006) affirms the approach of letting the ethnography reveal itself rather than setting the agenda with asking too many initial questions of participants. Pechilis (2009) similarly describes attempting to decentre the “linear model of ‘thesis-example-conclusion’ in favour of leaving possibilities of experience and reflection open” (p.52). I believe a non-model approach was particularly beneficial to my research over a more structured approach containing pre-set research questions, as it meant my research was not restricted to pre-conceived notions. 

Related to my initial research question, “what is the Field?” at the beginning of this chapter, I did not have a concrete notion of the field as a separate entity; I began to see it more generally as part of my life. This I felt was in some ways necessary as I realised early on that this was the best and most effective way I would immerse myself at each place. I felt I needed to show each community my dedication in getting to know their music and in doing so I needed to gain and build trust. This would mean attending services regularly so I became a familiar face. This meant giving up weekends and weekday evenings to attend services and events, traveling across to the far west of London to attend community events and staying late at services to get to know people on a more personal level. For example at the Hindu Temple, the evening pooja often finished at 10pm, when food is served. I found this was the best time to talk to devotees. This was tiring to do consistently, but I believe it was my early persistence in attending Hindu Temple evening services, often staying at the Temple until near midnight, that impressed devotees, gained their respect and trust and secured me interviews. I found that people at each place of worship became curious as to why I was attending services and events, and in some examples thought it demonstrated my bravery and dedication. 

My research developed a different speeds and intensities at the three places of worship. This was often due to “snowballing”, in which one contact or lead would quickly lead to others. I found that “snowballing” usually occurred on account of my venturing and attending events outside of the place of worship and following up leads. For example, in 2015 I attended a Sri Lankan Tamil event that I had been invited to by Amman Temple devotees at the Ganesh Temple in Archway, North London. At the event I did not know that several present were devotees at the Amman Temple. The devotees recognised me at the event and would subsequently approach me at the Temple over the next few months, happy and seemingly impressed that I had made the journey to North London to attend a Sri Lankan Tamil event outside of the Temple. Thus, attending this outside event affirmed my status as a researcher at the Temple and expanded my contact base. 

The Temple example above was also the case for ECC and St Thomas where my attending events outside of the places of worship was important in establishing connections and gaining trust. For example at ECC, supporting music events such as the ECC led “Oxygen” spoken word hip hop nights that took place outside of the church was viewed by ECC musicians as a sign of my commitment and interest in their art form. Thus an important part of my research design was not only to be attached solely to musical or cultural activity in the building of each place, but to also venture into other outside places and events also. 





2.5 Positionality, Identity and Research 

2.5.1 Introduction
Debates on positionality in both Ethnomusicology and Cultural Geography have sought to challenge the “canons of impartiality and objectivist neutrality in research” (Sanghera & Thapar-Bjokert 2008:553). Reflexive theorists have contended that researchers are “variously positioned” (Cook & Crang 1995:7) by research participants and that positioning is influenced by the researcher’s identity. My particular positionality became important to my research and had immense impact on the kinds of access I was granted, the kinds of knowledge that was shared with me, and the types of relations I was able to develop in the field. In the initial stages of my research, I quickly learned that researcher neutrality would be difficult, if not impossible to achieve due to various aspects of my positionality, such as my identity and history, or whether or not I had a belief in God. Cook & Crang (1995) assert that being a “product of social relations both within the academy and the world at large” (p.7) influences a researcher’s positioning. 

Various positions or “axes of identity” (Sanghera & Thapar-Bjokert 2008:553) such as race, class and gender, along with being perceived an insider/outsider affected my research, often in unintended and uncontrollable ways. Being positioned as a “black”, female researcher had unintentional degrees of impact on my research at each place of worship and I was viewed and treated in different ways due to my “axes of identity”. As Fisher (2015) suggests, there are “changing subjectivities of a racialised body as it moves into different contexts” (p.457) producing different meanings and interactions. 

Being “black” was a “resource” I could mobilise in the field (Meadow 2013:476) and was amplified at different moments in all three spaces. For example, my shared culture with the Caribbean ladies at St Thomas created a strong familial bond, as did a sense of post-colonial solidarity at the Hindu Temple. Sanghera & Thapar-Bjokert (2008:553) discuss the difficulties they faced in accessing participants for their research project on the Pakistani Muslim community in Bradford. They note that the success of the research project was to a large extent dependent on how influential gatekeepers positioned the researcher and legitimatised their access. Being introduced to gatekeepers at each space by my academic colleagues, at times, but not always, as described below, helped provide status and facilitate access. Thus positionality can in some ways be controlled, but is also contingent upon the identity or position participants construct for the researcher or which the researcher constructs for him or herself. 

Meadow (2013) describes how in their ethnographic research with families of gender non-conforming children, as a gender non-conforming adult, they “lacked control over the meanings made by others of my body and identity. But it was clear to me that it mattered to my research subjects just who and what I am” (p.472). Similarly, I found that I was sometimes able, and sometimes unable, to control the ways participants perceived me. Stobart (2006) discusses the ‘imagined identity’ he constructed for himself during his fieldwork in rural Kalankira, Bolivia, where his extreme ethnic and cultural unfamiliarity gave him considerable freedom to construct a relatively unthreatening and locally acceptable identity. This enabled him to partially avoid the problematic race and class associations faced by urban Andean researchers. My own ‘imagined identity’, as discussed below, changed with each space, drawing upon my own personal life experiences to form bonds with different individuals. 

Kusek & Smiley (2014:159) note that Kusek was, in their research, “able to use multiple lenses to understand her data because of her multiple positions”. Similarly my own background growing up and living in the global, multicultural city of London, a position that I shared with many participants, as well as my passion for spiritual music, afforded me some space to move between positions and utilise different lenses. For example my background growing up with a Christian faith was helpful in initially connecting with participants at the churches, though it also revealed some personal challenges and tensions, explored more in the ECC section below. 

My positioning as either an insider or outsider was also an important part of my ‘imagined identity’, along with my race and gender positioning formed within each space. Classic Anthropology established the concept of insider/outsider by positioning “natives” as the “true insiders” and the researcher as the “outsider”. The insider presupposed a subjective perspective whilst the outsider acquired an objective perspective of the field. These concepts were usually positioned in fields far from the researcher’s home country, where the process of initiating and integrating oneself into another’s culture was deemed an important method of gaining “insider-ship”. The new fieldwork approach in Ethnomusicology as well as the critical turn in Cultural Geography has critiqued these binary identities that sought to create and distinguish two distinct research entities in the field. Skelton (2009), a cultural geographer for example, posits that the presentation of insider/outsider as a binary is problematic as researchers find themselves in a “fluid and slippery space ‘between’ the two” (p.399). Skelton uses the term ‘betweeness’ to indicate that it is often possible to be neither insider or outsider: “to both connect and disconnect in relation to a cultural community” (p.399). 

These debates were of particular importance to me as my research took place in my home city, my own place of birth traditionally considered to be an “insider” qualification. At various points throughout my research I questioned whether I was “inside” or “outside”, or at indeed at “home” in London, or whether I could be considered a “native researcher” (Stock & Chiener 2008). Banks (1998:7) has proposed a useful typology of inside/outside relations divided into: indigenous-insider, indigenous-outsider, external-insider and external-outsider. Following this typology I could be considered an “indigenous outsider”; at once “inside” to the city of London, sharing similar cultural experiences as London-born participants, but concurrently “outside” and external to their particular religious, cultural communities. The emergence of the “insider ethnomusicologist” (Rice 2008:58), as those born into the traditions or places they study, can engender particular research complications. When in a “home” setting, Stock & Chiener (2008) note that participants may form expectations of researchers based on their nationality or perceived familiarity with their own wider culture. Language, dialect, local vernacular and even accent can prove to be important cultural crossovers, as well as barriers, when researching as a home “insider” as there may be a greater expectation of the researcher to blend into a community. 





2.5.2 Positionality at Amman Hindu Temple 
Amman Temple was the place of worship where I was most obviously and overtly an “outsider” amongst the predominant Sri Lankan Tamil community. During my first visits to the Temple, and often during subsequent visits, devotees would look at me in surprise, or stare, apparently closely watching my movements and behaviour. While scrutiny is an unavoidable characteristic of ethnography (Meadow 2013:474), a sense of discomfort characterized my early experiences at the Temple. For example, I was once deeply embarrassed when a Temple volunteer angrily told me to move from a chair which, unbeknown to me, was reserved for Temple members. On another occasion it was stated that, as I had been attending the Temple for a while, I should consider wearing traditional clothes on a more regular basis. Thus, at times I felt myself to be the one under observation, or scrutiny; an outsider, new to the Temple atmosphere, Hinduism and the Sri Lankan Tamil community. The feeling of being in such a different space was at times alarming and disconcerting and it took around 3-4 months of regular attendance to feel accepted and mostly comfortable attending the Temple. 

During my early visits to the Temple I exhibited evident outsider flaws such as not crossing my legs properly when seated, required in Hindu Temples as a sign of respect, walking around the Temple in the wrong direction and finding myself on the incorrect side of the Temple at various points in the pooja. Though at times embarrassing, my early mishaps at the Temple led to decisive opportunities and openings. The corrections and guidance I was subsequently given regarding my mistakes provided opportunities for early interaction with devotees, especially long-term established and senior members of the Temple who were concerned with welcoming, and correcting new visitors. For example, I found that when devotees corrected my mistakes, they would often also ask why I was at the Temple. Conversations and introductions would then open up from these initial, sometime awkward, interactions. My early observable outsider status also led many devotees to simply ask me, out of curiosity, what I was doing at the Temple. Some would assume my outsider position by prefacing the questions with, “are you a journalist/or student?” Many assumed I was at the Temple for a university project, especially when I visibly took notes on my notepad.  Below I will discuss how the identity of being a researcher or a student at the Temple fed into ideas about status and class. 
Race at the Hindu Temple
Race was a complex issue at the Temple that I feel I need to address here in some depth. Being positioned as a “black”​[1]​ visitor and researcher had an affect on how some devotees viewed me, the culture that I was perceived to come from, and therefore how devotees constructed my “imagined identity”. Fisher (2015) suggests that although gender has been theorised in ethnographic research, there has been less “attention given to the intersections between gender and race of the researcher and subsequent effects on research relationships” (p.457). My presence as a black female researcher impacted on how I constructed my identity to devotees and the types of knowledge I received and access granted. For example, I attended my first Chariot Ther Festival in the summer of 2015 with my project colleagues. Towards the end of the festival, my female “white” European colleague and I spoke for a long while to an older Sri Lankan male devotee, who explained he had been a part of the Temple from the beginning. We discussed the setting up of the Temple and some of the initial struggles it faced with regards to planning approval, traffic issues and neighbourhood relations. The devotee explained that some people in the local community were not happy about the presence of the Temple, and that from the very start this had continued to be a contentious issue. With noticeable distress, he observed that certain locals were particularly resistant to the presence and culture of the Temple, where significant local issues and strained relationships continued to affect its development. As my colleague reached into her bag, the devotee took a careful step back and mouthed directly to me, just so I could hear, “you know, the white people”. This was just out of ear shot of my colleague and caught me by surprise. I did not quite know how to respond, so I did not, but I also immediately understood his comment in the sense of not wanting to somehow offend my colleague. It was in this moment that I realised that my race affected the way that participants spoke with me and compared me to other researchers, including my project colleagues. This experience made me reflect upon being considered both an insider and an outsider in various ways. For example, I was an outsider to the Temple’s Sri Lankan community at the time, unaccustomed to Hindu traditions and still learning about their culture. Though in this moment I felt like a momentary insider, relative to my colleague, who could in some ways emphasise with the devotee’s allusion to the postcolonial experience of migration, race relations and settling into the UK. The devotee assumed that I would understand his comment, that my colleague perhaps would not, and that I would not be offended by the term and the manner in which he said “white people”. 

I have found Spivak’s (1987) notion of “strategic essentialism” useful to understand the sorts of interactions I encountered at the Temple. Spivak defined the term as a political tactic utilised by migrant and minority diasporic communities to strategically unify their identities in order to more effectively mobilise for social and political change. This means “essentialising” across cultural differences and ethnicities in order to build inter-cultural solidarity. It also means “essentialising” oneself in order to fit into the essentialist stereotypes of the coloniser/oppressor, thus becoming more recognisable, and definable, to leveraging rights and claims. The devotee, in his assumption that I, in particular, would understand and not be offended by his allusion towards local tension with “white people” and other similar instances in which devotees would unprompted, talk to me about sensitive issues regarding race and migration, meant that I felt somewhat inside and part of a general, and in a sense essentialised “brown”, colonised or decolonised group of peoples that had through various means found their way to Britain and who could share these stories and experiences. I sensed that some of the devotees felt some affinity towards me due to the presumed ideal of this shared struggle and experience, often referring to “we” when speaking of non-Western concerns such as the effects of colonialism in India and Africa. However, this “brown” solidarity and familial shared experience did not always result in happy interactions. The fieldnote below, taken from my experience at the 2017 Chariot Ther Festival typifies some of the often uncomfortable interactions centred on race I would at various times encounter at the Temple. 

The procession turns onto Broomfield Road, one block away from the Temple, where the sun feels even stronger. The Festival singers continue to sing earnestly, standing firmly in the sun. I smile as I watch them, amazed by their strength and devotion. As I edge further into the shade, a young man wearing military uniform begins to walk towards me. He is wearing khaki army trousers, a camouflage jacket and army style boots. A flag is stitched onto the left side of his jacket. I later find out it is the flag of the Tamil Tigers. He is carrying a type of walking stick and is wearing a khaki green cap that has other stitchings and symbols on the front. As our eyes meet he quickly approaches me. 
“Where are you from? Africa?” he asks, looking at me inquisitively.
“No”, I reply somewhat startled by the spontaneous question, along with the intensity of the heat. 
“I am a Sri Lankan. I am a Tamil Tiger. I’m here to teach the people about their roots, our struggle” he says quickly, staring at me deeply. 
“Where are you from?”, he asks again with some impatience. 
“I’m from London”, I reply, slightly wearily.  
He looks at me puzzled, unsatisfied with my answer. 
“No. You are not. Do you know your history? Where are your roots? Africans, Sri Lankans we must all know our roots”, he says staring at me intensely still. 
“Ummm…the Caribbean…” I reply with hesitation. “But…yes…I guess I’m from Africa”, I say cautiously.  
“Well in Africa, you must not repeat, you must learn your history”, he says with a little more softness. 
He tells me that he attends the Chariot Festival every year to educate people about the plight of Tamils in Sri Lanka. 
“People forget”, he says solemnly. “We must not forget”. 
Amman Temple Chariot Ther Festival, Sunday 13th August 2017

The above fieldnote typifies interactions centred upon race and my racial identity that I would often encounter at the Temple. One of the first questions devotees would often ask me at the Temple was “where are you from?”. When I was first asked this at the Temple I would reply “London”. Reactions to my answer of “London” were similar to the reaction described in the fieldnote above. Devotees were often puzzled that I would respond in this way and it appeared they found it hard to believe that I could “really” be, or think I could really be from London. Often devotees would, as above, add “Africa?”, assuming I was from Africa. In order to avoid confusion in these recurring interactions, I soon learned to respond to devotees at the Temple in a more specific way to say that I was born in London, but that my parents were from the Caribbean, so as to satisfy their curiosity about my origins. After hearing this response, some devotees would still refer to me as “African” or identified me with being from Africa in some way. These types of interactions, centred upon my racial identity were on many occasions experienced with older Sri Lankan male devotees. Younger British born Sri Lankans did not ask where I was from in this way, instead on a few occasions, they would ask where I was from in London and we would often compare and contrast growing up in different parts of London. 

Questioning where I was from, I later learned, had other implications for how I was perceived. For example, in my first year of ethnography at the Temple, I had read a number of articles about the remnants of the caste system in India and various writer’s views on the ways the system travels to and operates in foreign lands (for example Arya (2017) and Terada (2000)). In a summer 2015 discussion about caste with an older male Sri Lankan devotee, he explained to me the ways in which the caste system operated when abroad and how it classified foreign people from outside of India or Sri Lanka. He told me that of the non-Indians foreign to the caste system, “white” Europeans were routinely considered at the top of the system and that Africans and “blacks” were placed below the “untouchables”. Somewhat shocked by his blunt honesty, I asked him where “black” people born in the West, such as myself, would fit into this system. He responded that as I was born in the West and educated, I could be placed towards the lower middle of the caste system and that I would be slightly “above” Africans born in Africa. He further noted that being associated with a history or lineage of slavery generally meant a lower caste position. In subsequent conversations with older male devotees, they repeated similar ideas, that in general, darker skin conferred an almost automatically lower caste position. James (2016) similarly describes how being “born in this country”(p.229), in particular a Western country, can become a category through which “racism could be enacted by an ethnically diverse population towards ethnically diverse ‘others’”. For this devotee and others I spoke with, my “race” would be an initial indicator of my place in the caste system, though my Western birth place and education helped moved me up. For a while this racialised, stratified view deeply troubled me and had a significant effect on my settling into the Temple. For example, it affected the way I responded to the common Temple “where are you from?” question as mentioned above. I found that after these uncomfortable conversations about race and caste, I became anxious about how to respond to the question, with the racially stratified ideas of the caste system, and how devotees may place me, in the back of my mind. 

Upon reflection, I found I began to intentionally and quickly respond to devotees that I was “born in London”, particularly emphasising my birthplace as London more than I would at the other places of worship. I also at times emphasised that my parents were from the Caribbean, possibly subconsciously hoping that this would make devotees perceive me as non-African, and to separate myself from the lower caste position I had been told Africans occupied. Realising I had done this would later cause me some guilt that added to the anxiety I felt towards these interactions. I also found that in introductions at the Temple, I attempted to quickly emphasise and establish that I was undertaking a PhD more so than at the other places of worship, so as to feel I could gain more respect and standing within the caste system in relation to education. After these conservations, I also felt my position and standing in the Temple could be somewhat reinforced by my “white” project colleagues and my approximation to academia. The Making Suburban Faith project gave me a position of professionalism and credibility that I attempted to foster after these conversations at the Temple, and I drew on the project’s name and connections to UCL to give me the legitimacy I began to feel I lacked on my own as a “black” researcher or visitor. I also found that I tried to act and speak with a more pronounced and educated accent and manner at the Temple, conscious of wanting to come across as “educated”. This meant that I constructed my “imagined identity” in a particular and conscious way at the Temple, influenced by early conservations with devotees about caste and race. 

Though Temple devotees were mostly welcoming, these early conversations on caste made me, for a while, feel overly conscious and anxious about my identity, particularly in relation to my “race”, and the ways devotees perceived and respected me. Upon reflection, I believe the anxiety I subsequently felt about my racial identity and position at the Temple after these conversations on caste and race were perhaps unfounded and exaggerated by my own insecurities on race and my racial identity, and my role as a “black” researcher, rather than it reflected the Sri Lankan’s community view on race and caste at large. Indeed I found that many devotees were appalled when I repeated to them the conversations I had about caste with other devotees. Some devotees even assured me that the caste system had no relevance at the Temple and discredited the devotees talking about caste in this way. Therefore for a while I perhaps experienced an unjustified “racial paranoia” about being “black”, anxiously feeling that I was perceived as being seemingly lower caste and therefore looked down upon within the caste system described to me. Upon reflection I believe I allowed my own, personal insecurities about race, influenced by broader political and social narratives, cloud some of my time at the Temple. Nevertheless, this undoubtedly affected my research and how I responded to devotees questions as described above, though at the same time eventually opening up many useful conversations around race and culture at the Temple that I may not have had otherwise.  

In another, more positive sense, due to my “race”, I also felt that I gained more or perhaps a different type of access compared to what may have been afforded to my “white” colleagues. Throughout the course of my research I was invited to various Sri Lankan centred community and political events that I questioned whether I would have been invited had I been male or had I been “white”. These events were specifically for the Sri Lankan community, and though still an outsider at the Temple in many ways, I felt I “blended” in somewhat more than for example a “white” researcher perhaps would. Due to being “black”, I sensed that some devotees felt that I would better understand their experiences of identity, culture and migration. Our similar histories of migration to the UK and the impact of colonisation meant that I shared some sense of understanding with devotees at the Temple. I was in one sense, “one of them”, as Spivak (1987), discussed above, alludes to.

I also found that this shared sense of cross-cultural understanding often meant that assumptions were made about me and the culture I came from. As described above, these were at times startling and uncomfortable, though would often lead to interesting debates that were sometimes far from the research topic of music and spirituality. For example, as noted above, devotees often identified me as “African” and this carried a range of additional assumptions, such as that “Africans” and “blacks” were “lost”, former slaves and so did not know their own culture. This kind of outlook was expressed to me on several occasions, especially by older male devotees, such as in the below excerpt from an interview with Mr Navendren, Head Teacher at OFAAL Tamil School in September 2017. 

Mr Navendren: If you take the African origins, the English people when they conquered Africa, they brought them as slaves to build their tubes for their well being. So what they have done, the damage they have done to those people, they have made them lose their identity. They have no religion. They had their own religion! But English people changed them to Christianity. They had their own way of calling their name. Now they are known as Andrew. And Gary! (laughs)

NH: Like me? (we both laugh)

Mr Navendren: I mean you are not yet lost, you are on the way. But these people, I am talking about, this is six generations ago, which is lost. If you ask a black man in this country, “What is your name?”, he will say; “Andrew Moore!” Andrew Moore? “Where did you get your name, Andrew Moore?” “What is your religion?” Christianity. “What is your culture?” It is English culture! The African culture is lost. So if you don’t do…this for now, we will become one of them one day. 
Mr Navendren interview, 24/09/2017

Humorous though uncomfortable, these conversations were illuminating and important to my research, as they helped me understand some of the reasons why the Sri Lankan Temple community were particularly focussed on, as many devotees would tell me, “keeping the culture” through music and language. In this sense, my “race” afforded me insider knowledge on the ways in which many devotees viewed what they saw as the vital and concerted maintenance of their community and culture. Discussions described above on caste also deepened my understanding of the caste system, which greatly informed my work on caste, social status and music relations at the Temple. 


Age at the Hindu Temple
Part of the advantage of being an outsider is the ability to be non-aligned with insider groups and factions (Merriam et al. 2001). The Temple exhibited a range of at times competing insider groups, particularly organised along the lines of age and gender and affiliations to the influential Temple governing committee. On many occasions I felt I was put into the “youth” category or group and subsequently felt that this made it challenging to establish myself as a respected researcher, particularly in a community that values and respects seniority, and organises itself along a hierarchy corresponding to age. For example it was a challenge securing an interview with the Temple’s committee members. I wondered if this would have been as difficult had I looked like a more “typical” researcher who the mostly older male committee members may have taken more seriously.  Sometimes, during conversations, older male devotees would disparagingly refer to me using the phrase “you young people”. I soon discovered that this demonstrated long running tensions between the older and the younger devotees at the Temple. Several older devotees told me in various ways that younger devotees had “lost respect” and did not act appropriately and according to the traditions of the Temple. I felt that I was somehow included into this group for whom some sections of the older generation had little patience or mutual respect. I was thus at times unsure of the correct way to approach the elder men and women of the Temple, noticing a traditional boundary of respect that separated the young from the older devotees. Thus being placed in the “youth” category at the Temple revealed to me some of the generational power dynamics in place. For their part, the younger devotees would often complain to me about the older devotees who ran the Temple, at times calling them “out of touch” and criticising them for not understanding how to properly run the Temple or pass the reins on to the younger generation. These were discussions that I felt a part of both from an insider “youth” and outsider perspective that revealed the desire by some of the younger devotees to question the legitimacy of the older traditional leaders.  

Being positioned by many devotees in the “young” category, coupled with being perceived as “black” also helped me connect with certain younger devotees, giving me a certain type of respect and “street cred”. For example, younger devotees would often ask me my thoughts on music such as grime and hip hop, assuming I would know about these music genres. On several occasions, I also felt that some younger devotees would speak in a pronounced London “street” slang vernacular when I neared them or started to talk to them, changing their language back to a more plain English when an older devotee would be close by. I felt that for some of the younger devotees, I represented a certain type of “urban” young black image they consumed through American hip hop and UK grime music, which many younger devotees listened to. For example, one young male devotee asked me my thoughts on trap music, a popular strand of hip hop music from America. He revealed to me that many of the younger devotees at the Temple were surprised to see a young, black researcher attending the Temple, and that he thought I would and should be more interested in African American culture, which he admired more than what he thought of as the more traditional and restrained culture of Hinduism. Thus many of the initial conservations I had with younger devotees at the Temple were centred around my presupposed affiliation with “black” youth culture. The affinity that I developed with younger devotees through our shared love of hip hop and grime was similar to the affinity I developed with older devotees when they would speak of “our” shared experience of migration, settlement and colonisation, positions cutting across age and race. 


Gender at the Hindu Temple
Temples, along with other traditional places of worship have been considered patriarchal spaces with gender and seniority conferring status and position. Physically situating oneself in the Temple demonstrated an obvious gender divide, with women usually seated to the left and men to the right. The allocation of different areas to women and men was not a practice shared by ECC or St Thomas, where my gender felt much less pronounced. Thus, the Temple’s traditional attitude towards gender and gender relations significantly affected my interactions at the Temple and the types of access I was granted. In some respects I was able to navigate these gender boundaries to my advantage. As a perceived outsider, and thus not always considered female from an “insider” perspective, I was able to avoid some of the Temple’s gender restrictions. For example, I was occasionally granted access to the male spaces in the Temple, when in some instances, some of the older male devotees would wave me over to their side of the Temple to explain an aspect of the pooja. In this sense, I became an “honorary male” and the gender restrictions were momentarily blurred. As a woman I also felt I was perceived as less threatening, allowing me access to female centred spaces that would not have been available to a male researcher. Being an outsider female also meant that I was not expected to wear traditional dress as much as required an insider female. 

My gender however, also caused some difficulties with access. For example, I was told that it was not usually common for males and females who were not married to talk at much length at the Temple. For this reason, on the whole I found it was easier for me to develop sustained relationships with female devotees and more difficult to gain access to male devotees. Meadow (2013) discusses the challenges of undertaking feminist ethnography in traditional, conservative spaces. I would not describe my ethnography as feminist, but nonetheless entering a conservative space raised expectations about following traditional, gendered rules. These sometimes differed from my own feelings and political and social convictions. For example in Hindu tradition, menstruating women are not allowed into a Temple. This has been long debated and contested within Hinduism, particularly with regards to whether it is simply a cultural tradition, rather than religiously required. After a few months visiting the Temple, a number of female devotees who were established, long time members at the Temple, pulled me to one side on various occasions to explain to me the tradition for menstruating women. I believe the female devotees informed me of this once they realised I would be visiting the Temple on a long-term basis. In discussions with these older female devotees about the tradition, they would often shrug and say it was the “tradition” and due to cleanliness. I was told that some male devotees may refrain from contact with me for the reason that they were unsure whether I knew or was adhering to the tradition. Being told of the tradition, with usually strict directives to follow it and subsequent follow ups that I had, was a way of conferring to me some form of gendered insider position, or at the very least wanting to induct me into an important part of their culture to ensure I was not breaking any traditional rules. 

From these discussions, I formed friendly bonds with these particular female devotees, who appeared to feel happy and satisfied that I understood and respected their tradition. Meadow (2013) points to the ways in which researching conservative spaces can challenge pre-existing assumptions and highlight the distance in politics between researcher and the researched. However, I found that adherence to the conservative and traditional principles of the Temple drew me closer to female devotees. This was particularly the case for younger devotees, who were keen to express their criticism of these principles to me. This helped further my understanding of the Temple’s generational tensions, informing my knowledge on how this divide also affected the music. 





2.5.3 Positionality at Ealing Christian Centre
What could be considered a “black majority’ church”, I immediately blended in with the congregation of ECC, which is made up predominately from an African and Caribbean demographic. Having grown up in a multicultural Christian church, I felt less initially unfamiliar and foreign than I did at the Hindu Temple. I was not stared at or asked what why I was at ECC, as I experienced frequently at the Temple. I was, on most occasions, a presumed “insider” based on my racial identity and was able to walk around the church without feeling obviously different or standing out. Yet despite looking most like an “insider”, ECC was ironically the most challenging place for me to research and I soon began to feel like an “outsider within” (Collins 1986:14). This was in large part due to being presumed an “insider” and the ways this clashed with my real status as a researcher and the ambivalence of my personally held religious beliefs. During my early visits to the three places of worship, I naturally felt the urge to ‘declare’ my academic identity and research intentions openly and outright. During the first few months of attending ECC, I would explain the Making Suburban Faith project to worshippers and inform them that I was doing a PhD on music and spirituality and was interested in the music at ECC. 

At first worshippers would talk to me, initially presuming I was a regular church goer of some sort. However, after I introduced my research and they understood that I was at ECC for an academic project, some worshippers became perturbed, a few appearing to keep me at a cautious distance. I soon realised that introducing myself as a “researcher” often provoked discomfort and suspicion at ECC. For example, on one occasion I attended a rehearsal for the 2015 New Year’s Eve Celebration at ECC with a “white” European photographer colleague from the Making Suburban Faith project. During a break in the rehearsal, two singers approached me specifically asking what we were doing at the church, saying quickly and with some agitation that they did not wish to be photographed or interviewed. After I said that we would not photograph or interview anyone against their wishes, and explained the project and its connection to my own PhD research, one of the singers exclaimed with surprise, “So, you’re one of them?” She added that she felt that academic institutions were exploitative in a way and “didn’t trust them”. This interaction typifies some of the reactions I encountered at ECC when introducing the Making Suburban Faith project and my research. Some worshippers, in particular the Caribbean contingent of the church, appeared to have a negative view of academia and viewed my research with suspicion, possibly feeling I was “reporting” on them to an institution they did not know about or trust. These worshippers’ feelings were of course not without merit however, reflecting ethnography’s complex, historical relation with colonialism. Titon (1992) notes that ethnography has been perceived as the “politics of surveillance” (p.321) discussed in more detail below. Thus it was understandable to me that a community that had experienced the effects of post-colonialism was at times wary of what they saw as an intrusive and untrustworthy institution. The singer’s surprise that I was “one of them” also implied her belief that I was, or at least should have been in her mind, a regular church-goer. It also implied the essentialising positioning I experienced at the Hindu Temple above in which it was assumed that my “race” entailed certain essentialised characteristics about who I was. 

When telling worshippers at ECC I was undertaking a PhD, many reacted in surprise warning me to “be careful” or “keep strong”. Being from the London Caribbean community myself, I intimately understood this perspective, which stems from a sense that academia and higher education is not something “we” do. Rather, it is perceived as inherently difficult to access and reserved for the world of the middle classes, the “successful” or “white people”, as was often said to me at ECC, mirroring my experiences at the Temple. I experienced a strange sense of animosity from one or two worshippers regarding my involvement with academia, almost as if I was a “traitor” in some way by working for such an institution that is perceived as being “white” dominated. By contrast, certain other worshippers expressed pleasant surprise when I told them I was undertaking PhD research. For example, some told me it was “nice to see ‘one of us’ up there”, referring to me being “black” and involved with academia; several saying that I needed to complete the PhD “for the community”. Mellor et al (2014) discuss the ways that class identity can also become an important “axes of identity” and suggests that the complex, oxymoronic notion of a “working class academic” meant that academics from working class backgrounds often encounter the “complex experience of belonging to both the working and the middle class but not entirely fitting into either” (p.136). Therefore, I felt that some worshippers at ECC had some “difficulty in ‘placing’ the researcher’s class positions and class history” (Mellor et al 2014 p.144)

These interactions affected the way I conducted research at ECC in important ways. As at the Hindu Temple, I experienced a milder type of “racial paranoia” where I began to feel conscious of my racial identity, particularly being “black” and a researcher in a “black” majority community. I became anxious about explaining why I was at ECC, worried that I might be perceived as a “traitor”, or that this would create a barrier with certain worshippers, not just because I was not a real church goer, but because my research aligned me with an institution that some distrusted. Although, as with the Hindu Temple, I allowed some of my own personal insecurities and experiences around race and racial identity to cause this anxiety. I believe this was particularly because coming from a Caribbean community, that as discussed, in some ways views educational and governmental institutions with suspicion, and in which black people that enter these institutions  are disparagingly labelled “acting white” within the community. 
In hindsight I believe I could have practiced greater restraint in how I presented myself in these initial interactions. While never considering covert participation, the more relaxed approach to my academic identity that I later adopted at ECC might have helped my early fieldwork encounters. In contrast to the Hindu Temple where I felt I it was necessary to emphasize certain aspects of my identity, such as my affiliation to academia to boost my status within an education-focussed community, at ECC I discovered that revealing my association with academia at times worked against gaining the trust of worshippers. In Sanghera & Thapar-Bjorkert’s (2008) research on the Pakistani Muslim community in Bradford, they discuss talking openly about their shared experience of once living in Bradford with participants to dispel community suspicions of outside researchers. They describe this as a “strategy of reassurance and disclosure” (p.554) that helped create familiarity between the community and the researcher. Due to my earlier interactions, I adopted a similar positioning method at ECC. Over time I would tell worshippers about my upbringing as a Christian to create a sense of familiarity, deemphasising my researcher role. This created a helpful cognitive separation between myself and the secular, data collecting world of academia that had made certain worshippers suspicious. Nonetheless, at times I felt that my research project still created an inescapable block between myself and worshippers at ECC. For the worshippers with whom I had discussed my academic project, I sensed that some felt I was not simply present at ECC to worship but that I had an ulterior motive. For those worshippers I was not a “pure” insider, though confusingly on the surface I looked like one. 

The ambivalence of my religiously held beliefs, in part influenced by my early declarations as a researcher, would complicate my perceived standing and intention at ECC with some worshippers. For example, my early identification with academia at times created a concern about the particular nature of religious study I was pursuing. On one occasion I spoke with an ECC Pastor about my PhD, whom I told about my research into music at the Hindu Temple. In reply she told me rather strongly that this was “demonic music”, that these places were “satanic” and to be avoided. Studying other non-Christian forms of religious music was evidence of my outsider status and my non-adherence to the church’s views of spiritual and non-spiritual music. However, these interactions also helpfully developed my understanding of ECC’s view on the sacred/secular boundaries in music and how outside religious music fit into it. 

Insider/outsider positions were further complicated at ECC by strong convictions about the boundaries between sacred and secular worlds, and particularly the Pentecostal idea of sinner and saved. For example, on one occasion, while talking to a female worshipper about my research, she asked me rather sternly, “have you given your life to Christ?” Taken aback by such direct questioning, I hesitated, not knowing how to respond. She quickly asked the question again. It was clear that unless I professed a belief and a willingness to be “saved” by Christ, I would remain outside this worshipper’s boundaries of acceptance and access. 

Being assigned an outsider due to my ambivalent religious beliefs also provided some worshippers opportunities to convert and “evangelise” me, where my continued attendance at ECC was perceived as evidence of God’s Holy Spirit working on and through me. I was frequently prayed for, urged to become “saved” and probed about where my future religious beliefs would stand. Some even encouraged me to “evangelise” what they perceived to be the secular world of academia and university, and believed I was possibly sent by God to spread the Gospel there. For example, Akin an Elder believed that my PhD was a divinely directed route to me becoming “reborn” as a Christian, and that God had directed me towards ECC specifically to be “saved”. In an interview discussion about ECC’s theological beliefs, Akin, unexpectedly, said:

“I was going to say, the most important thing for Natalie is not just the PhD that you are going to get out of it, but is working out where you sit with God and what that relationship is all about.”
Akin interview, 10/12/2015

Though evangelism is an important and central feature of Pentecostalism, I believe that these experiences and interactions were, in some ways, unique to me due to my at times presumed insider position in comparison to my “white” project colleagues. My race and background meant that worshippers made assumptions about my religious background, often assuming I was Christian or would become so eventually, with adequate evangelising. My race and cultural background also engendered some of the same kinds of diasporic or “black” solidarity I experienced at the Hindu Temple. As noted before, “black” worshippers would often say to me it was good to see “one of us up there” engaging in education and academia. Here I was positioned as both insider and outsider, where my position shifted between being “one of us” and “up there”. It was therefore at times challenging to reconcile these different positions and to find a comfortable place and identity at ECC. Though I connected with worshippers at ECC through shared cultural meaning, what Johnson-Bailey (1999) calls “silent understandings” (p.669) in which “culture bound phrases that did not need interpretation” (p.669), I also felt a distance due to different political and social convictions, say for example my attitude towards academic institutions and education. 

In the context of ethnographic research, Merriam (2001:406) contends that the “more one is like the participants in terms of culture, gender, race, socio-economic class and so on, the more it is assumed that access will be granted, meanings shared and validity of findings assured”. Echoing this, I made assumptions about access at ECC due to my shared cultural background with the majority “black” congregation, but in practice this proved to be a particularly challenging research context. Johnson-Bailey (1999) describes the complexities of experience as a black female academic researching a group of black females. She suggests that “it is assumed that when Blacks interview other Blacks an empathetic understanding will be accorded across racial lines” (p.1999). However she found this not to be the case as her status as both a Black female and researcher came into question, noting that “why and how a Black woman came to work on a doctorate comprised the line of questioning pursued by all of the women during the informal conversation” (p.664). 





2.5.4 Positionality at St Thomas Anglican Church
My experience at St Thomas, as with ECC and the Hindu Temple, involved both insider and outsider positioning at various points during my research. Though at St Thomas I felt I encountered fewer, or perhaps subtler positionality experiences tied to my race, gender and age. I believe this was in part due to St Thomas’ open, liberal theological approach that lacked convictions of evangelism and conversion apparent at ECC and the similarly less apparent issues surrounding racial identity, gender and age as at the Temple. St Thomas displayed a general desire to welcome newcomers, as did the other places of worship, though St Thomas’ liberal and tolerant approach may perhaps have reflected the reality of shrinking congregation numbers in addition to liberal Anglicanism’s ideal of tolerance. 

In the interest of disclosure and transparency, my PhD supervisor, Prof. David Gilbert is a long time worshipper at St Thomas and a long-term tenor in St Thomas’ choir. David introduced me to St Thomas choir at my first rehearsal with the choir and explained that I was part of the Making Suburban Faith Project, of which some were familiar. I believed this greatly helped with my integration into the choir and St Thomas as I was not simply a researcher that had joined the choir, but a researcher that had links to a long time member of the choir. I believe my uncomplicated initial integration into the choir reflected the little, or near absent suspicions surrounding academia and academic institutions at St Thomas in comparison to ECC. This reflected the mostly middle class demographic of St Thomas and the aspirational and education positive ideals I experienced at the Hindu Temple. At St Thomas I therefore experienced less of the more obvious initial outsider experiences described at the Hindu Temple above. Like ECC, St Thomas was also somewhat more familiar to me than the Temple, though I was as unfamiliar with Anglican rituals as I was with Hindu rituals at the Temple. 

I have contemplated how my positioning as a PhD researcher known to David affected my positioning at St Thomas. On the whole, I believe it had a positive effect as worshippers were aware of who I was and why I was there from the beginning, often showing an active interest in my research and regularly asking me how it was going. However, I also believe this may have led to some complacency on my part.  As I had already been introduced to St Thomas, I felt my place was established and I did not have to work as hard gaining access as I did at the Hindu Temple and ECC. I believe this meant that I spent less time attending services at St Thomas on the whole than I did ECC and the Temple, as it had been organised that I would join the St Thomas choir in the winter of 2015. This contrasted with the other places of worship where I had to spend a considerable amount of time gaining trust and building relationships, in order for example to join the ECC choir. This does not mean in any way that St Thomas was an “easier” place of worship to research. On the contrary, in some senses I experienced greater difficulty in engaging with the musical worship at St Thomas than for example at ECC that used musical references I knew well such as R&B and hip hop. For example, for one St Thomas concert, we sang completely in Latin! Latin was also probably unintelligible to most of the choir, but as they were accustomed to singing this type of repertoire, they were able to draw on familiar references in the music that I found difficult to initially engage. 

Thus, being new to Anglican choral music, I was initially positioned as outside and unfamiliar with a core tradition, as I was at the Temple. Yet, like the Temple, my lack of knowledge of the tradition provided me with ample opportunities for contact and developing bonds with singers. For example, my lack of experience in reading the musical notation used in Anglican choral music meant that I relied on other singers to help me with particularly challenging songs. Being assisted with songs also helped me to understand how particular singers approached learning songs, with for example some making notes on the song sheet and others memorising them. During choir practice I often sat next to two alto singers with whom I formed a bond due their assisting me with songs. In some sense however, I believe this would have been the experience of any singer joining the St Thomas choir, as the choir is welcoming to new and inexperienced singers. This open and welcoming nature of the choir also reflected the broader welcoming stance of St Thomas as noted above and importantly also helped me to develop the notion of St Thomas being perceived as the heart of an “imagined village parish”.

I felt my identity as a “black” female helped me form bonds with Eileen, Rose and Cynthia, Caribbean ladies at St Thomas. In an interview with these ladies, we talked at great length about their experiences and the difficulties they had faced when moving from the Caribbean to London in the 1960s. In sharing these stories, I experienced a sense of familiarity reminding me of my own mother and other Caribbean female family members from Jamaica. The ladies shared similar experiences of racialised identity with me, such as for example, when Rose told me that fellow Caribbean’s asked her why she did not join a “black church” and that, similar to conversations at ECC, that I was doing something positive “for the community”. Being “black” at St Thomas I feel almost had some of the reverse affects I experienced at the Temple. Anglican choral music is a mostly “white” middle class endeavour. I believe it was somewhat “odd” or out of place for a relatively young, “black” researcher to be singing choral music. For example, during my co-organisation of the May 2016 St Thomas ‘Come and Sing’ event I visited many majority white choral and choral societies. I sensed that people were seemingly pleasantly surprised to see someone different engaged in choral music. I believe this led to their openness to me, the event and my research, and perhaps their curiosity. After the event I secured several interviews with non St Thomas singers from around West London, perhaps helped by this curiosity and difference of my identity. 

As mentioned above, I have contemplated on how David’s connection to St Thomas affected my research there. I have also noted that St Thomas’ positionality section is the shortest of the three and thus have speculated whether David’s long term close ties to the choir meant that I was in some ways less analytical or perhaps critical of St Thomas. This has been an important part of my reflexive process and has helped in understanding my unique positioning at each place of worship. 





2.6 Methods: Detailing Practice 

2.6.1 Introduction 
This section will detail the development of my research practice and describe the challenges I encountered. I will discuss the two key research methods I employed: participant observation and interviews. Each research method took on different forms at each place of worship with varying degrees of intensity at different times. For example, participant observation at the Hindu Temple included singing as part of the procession at the 2017 Chariot Ther Festival and joining lessons at the Temple’s own Tamil School. I also attended Veena lessons at the OFAAL Tamil School in Alperton, with the term participant observation perhaps not being the best fit to describe this particular research experience, described in more detail below. At ECC, participant observation included singing with the ECC choir in 2017 ECC Christmas Concert and attending and participating in Christian hip hop spoken words nights organised by ECC musicians. At St Thomas, participant observation included singing with the St Thomas choir at Christmas and co-organising the “Come and Sing” event in May 2016. 










The paradox of participant observation is the need to maintain both an objective and subjective position. Clifford (1986) states that participant observation requires a “delicate balance of subjectivity and objectivity” (p.13). Tedlock (1991) calls this the “oxymoron” of participant observation. I found it challenging to experience intense emotions in the field while attempting to keep an objective position. The nature of my research meant that I was often involved in moving and emotional events such as intense worship services or taking part in religious festivals. These all provided me with a rich and in depth experience of the phenomena that had been described to me but it was also difficult to keep an objective distance so as to clearly understand and interpret what I was experiencing. This was also difficult as my research was often participatory. Singing in a choir or Worship Team means working closely with others to reach a shared goal. I found it difficult to keep an objective position when participating and learning closely with others. Instead I tried to reach for a “shared intersubjectivity” (Clifford 1988:70) rather than situating myself solely as an objective researcher. 






Cook & Crang (1995) describe interviews as a “means of gleaning information from conversations within various research communities” (p.35). They note that interviews can range from the highly structured, such as the researcher asking “pre-determined questions in a specific order”, to the semi-structured in which the researcher sets some “broad parameters to a discussion” to the unstructured “akin to a friendly conversation with no pre-determined focus” (p.35). Interviews were the second ethnographic method I used in the field alongside participant observation and were a mixture of highly structured and semi-structured interviews.

Interviews took place over the course of the research from 2015 – 2018. I believe this time span of conducting interviews had a positive impact on my research as I experienced a broad range of “field” time and could therefore observe how each place of worship developed over time. Unlike other time specific projects, I did not experience a brief snapshot of time at the places of worship, but a more linear, long-term view. My first set of interviews were with choir members of St Thomas in early 2016. For these initial interviews I had a set of pre-determined questions grouped into a theme. The themes were; personal background, relations between singing and faith, experience while singing, favourite choral songs/singing “Softly”, questions of performance and finally experience of place and suburbia in relation to music (please see Appendix 1 for a copy of Interview Questions). I would close with an open question by asking interviewees if there was anything else they felt of interest to add. 

The interview themes arose in part from my experience singing with St Thomas choir over Christmas 2015 and attending services across the three places of worship. Participant observation with the choir had helped me identify broad  interview themes that I felt would be of interest, that reflected the dynamics of the choir and choral singing more generally and were informed by the broader research questions. I used these interview themes for each place of worship, slightly adapting the wording of questions with each one. For example, the question of performance was met with some perplexity when talking with older singers and musicians at the Temple, as they simply did not view what they did as anything other than a performance. The question of performance was a non-issue for them and thus in response I would often receive short replies without much explanation. Younger singers and musicians at the Temple generally responded at much more length to this question, perhaps being more aware of the negative, inauthentic associations performance has from a Western standpoint and being more comfortable expressing themselves with regards to the English language. I also found that some singers and musicians at ECC and St Thomas were slightly perturbed when I asked about the nature of performance in what they did, perhaps thinking that I was suggesting their religious music practice was just a ‘performance’. After a number of perplexed and perturbed reactions to the questions on performance I slightly altered the question to better reflect the theme and make clearer the topic, changing it from; “Do you consider what you do at St Thomas/ECC/Amman Temple a performance?” to “Would you term your experience singing in a choir as a performance or something else?” or “How does the nature of performance feature in what you do?”. The process I undertook of altering interview questions reflects Meadow’s (2013:478) ideal that “talking with our informants openly not only about what they are doing but how they understand what they are doing”. My early questions developed along this manner as I learned the specifities of each space. As Stobart (2006) notes, interviews can at times be conduced too early in the research without a clear understanding of the field’s social and cultural dynamics. Starting interviews within the first year of research meant I made mistakes, but allowed me to adapt and improve upon questions throughout the course of the research. In addition, I kept the interview themes the same at each place of worship so as to compare and contrast across the places on shared topics.





One of the challenges I encountered early on was my own nervousness and interviewer bias. I initially felt nervous about asking people questions on topics that I had just experienced and was a complete newcomer to. I became worried that I would not know how to pose questions correctly, particularly with people that were experienced in, for example, choral music singing or were accomplished musicians. After a while I gained more confidence in conducting interviews. This was due to the friendly and informal nature of the interviews. Interviewees understood when I at times struggled to pose a question correctly or if they did not initially understand the original questions. I adapted some questions over time that I felt were unclear and needed more clarification. For example, in initial interviews I asked interviewees to describe to me how they felt while singing in church. After I received a few confused responses to this question, I realised I needed to be more specific. I amended the question to: “are there any particular emotions/feelings you feel/experience strongly when you sing?”. I found that being specific helped interviewees with a clearer frame of reference. I also included probes for when interviewees needed further clarification about a question. For example, for the question; “when you sing in the choir, whom do you feel your voice is directed towards”, the probes were “God/audience/choirmaster/yourself”. Probes were helpful for myself and for interviewees who found it difficult to answer the question, though I was also aware that I should avoid directing interviewees to comment on certain topics. 

Interviewer bias is a challenge that has been central to ethnographic enquiry. Like participant observation, interviews challenge the ethnographers’ ability to extract ‘unbiased data’ (Cook & Crang 1995). I found this particularly challenging when interviewing people I had become friendly with in the field. In certain interviews I was aware that interviewees may respond to questions in a way they thought would be beneficial to my research, knowing the background of my PhD and from conversations we had previously. I was careful to avoid asking leading questions and I found that at times interviewees referenced previous conversations in which I talked about a particular theme I was interested in. 
Developing friendly and informal relationships in the field also made conducting interviews at times feel too formal. Though I tried to make interviews as informal and conversational as possible, they were different to the informal conversations I would have with interviewees in the field. For example, the presence of the recorder, asking for consent and having a list of questions made my role appear to be more that of an objective researcher, rather than the informal researcher role I had developed in the field. The “slightly formalized human sociability that recorded interviews tend to encourage” (Cooley, Meizel & Syed 2008:98) at times felt in conflict with my overall research approach that was to dissolve the binary of object/subject. This was also particularly true when interviewing people of a similar age at ECC. The distance between them and myself felt even greater when in the interview role. 

Instead of viewing my role as the objective researcher and the interviewee as the subjective interviewee I tried to keep the informal friendly nature I had developed in the field while conducting interviews. I sought to produce “intersubjective understandings” (Cook & Crang 1995:36) in interviews rather than reproduce the object/subject binary that is so often a challenge in ethnographic work.  
On the other hand, I found that conducting interviews for some participants helped solidify my status as ‘real’ researcher in the field. For example, at the Hindu Temple, I was often referred to as a ‘journalist’. This would mean that asking for an interview did not seem strange or unexpected for some of the Temple committee members and in fact reinforced my role in a high status, respected profession in the Sri Lankan community who valued middle class professions. On the contrary, this did not work so well at ECC, for reasons discussed above. Thus I quickly realised at ECC that asking worshippers for interviews that I had not developed a trusting and friendly relationship with was for the most part not going to be successful. 

Nevertheless, I found that the professional musicians at ECC responded well to my requests for interviews. Stock & Chiener (2008) note that musicians in particular may interpret and consider the formal interview format as “sign of serious regard for their opinions” (p.121). I found that some participants felt an interview implied my belief in their apparent knowledge and expertise in music. People would often be surprised I had asked to interview them. Others, particularly at the Hindu Temple, would decline an interview stating they “did not know enough” and were perplexed that I would be interested in their thoughts. I believe this was mostly due to the language barrier as some devotees at the Temple lacked confidence in their abilities to answer questions fully in English. For example, I encountered much difficulty in attempting to interview the Temple’s Chariot Ther Festival musicians that were especially flown from Sri Lanka each summer for the Festival and spoke little English. 





2.7 The Question of Performance and Embodied Engagement 
As discussed above, the way in which I undertook participant observation varied at each place of worship. This led to different forms of embodied engagement, embodied learning and experience of performance at each place of worship. The ways in which I attempted to embody myself in the world of music and performance at each place, learning their unique skills and musical practices, highlighted the contrasts in performance within each faith community. Titon (2008) posits the idea of a “musical “being-in-the-world”, taken from Heidegger’s concept of dasein, in which the researcher is “thrown” into the field-world where their direct experience of music making can lead to greater self knowledge and knowledge of others. Music, Titon notes, can be both a singular and plural experience, but it is in the moment of making music with others, that he notes a researcher “no longer feels as a separate self: rather, I feel myself to be “music-in-the-world” (p.32). Thus, the process of music making with others contains the capacity to disrupt us from our ordinary day-to-day mode and sense being. This “musical being” (Titon 2008:32) is connected to others through the playing, singing and sharing of sounds, “an experience of becoming a knowing self in the presence of other becoming, knowing selves” (p.37). My desire to experience the “musical being” of others meant undertaking first a phenomenological methodological approach; identifying and locating participants who had experienced the phenomenon being examined (Baily 1995) but to also attempt to experience the phenomena myself, within my own body. 

However, I questioned why I felt the need to “know” in this embodied manner and how the act of participating in musical performance itself would inform the research. These questions became particularly pertinent to my research when I thought it would not be possible to sing and perform with the ECC choir. This led to frustration that I was not fulfilling one of my research aims of performing at each place. Upon reflection, I have wondered how and why I had arrived at this particular goal of performance and questioned whether performing at each place would reveal valuable knowledge that I otherwise could not know. 

These questions mirror several debates that have taken place within Ethnomusicology about the necessity of researchers in music participating in musical performance. There have been two broad responses to this question, those that believe it is necessary to perform to “know” music, and others who do not. These debates were informed by Ethnomusicology’s ‘performative’ turn that shifted the emphasis from the “meaning that is encoded in music to the meaning that is performed by it” (Cook, 2008:55). These concerns were expressed in Mantle Hood’s (1960) famous article, “The Challenges of “Bi-Musicality””. Hood sets out the ideal that musical training in basic musicianship is essential to any kind of musical scholarship. Hood’s idea of bimusicality was taken from the linguistic notion of bilingualism (David 2013), highlighting proficiency in more than one system and refers to the idea that this “strange music I am hoping to understand is something I could also learn to perform” (Nettl 2010:185). Similarly Wong (2008) called for a “performative ethnography” (p.78) that focuses less on objectivising musical knowledge to one centred on collective performance. As Wong (2008) notes of her own experience researching Japanese taiko drumming, “I can’t tell you about taiko in southern California without telling you about how and why I’m telling you about it, and I can’t reflect on ethnography without doing it” (p.78). Here the emphasis on performance is clearly in the “doing” as Cook & Crang (1995) emphasise with regards to ethnography. Alongside other ethnomusicologists, Witzleben (2010) has argued that he is “unconvinced that the last words on the nature of musical performances and experiences can be provided by scholars who are outsiders to those experiences” (p.144). 

However Witzleben (2010) also intimates that Hood’s concept of bimusicality “suggests an underlying ethnocentrism, in that is assumed that the ethnomusicologist already “speaks” Western music and needs to acquire a second musical language in the “other” tradition of their research area” (p.136). Bigenho’s (2008) paper, “Why I Am Not An Ethnomusicologist”, also critiques the conception of music research necessarily involving musicianship. She notes that the ideal of a “participating musician” researcher (p.28) carries with it the weight of Western concepts of musicality and talent. Bigenho questions whether the traditional conception of an ethnomusicologist playing music “like a native” should be an end goal at all, or at least whether it is correct that it is perceived as such by others to be central to the fieldwork of ethnomusicologists. Bigenho notes specifically that this “researcher/musician” assumption can at times be loaded with what she terms the “awe factor”, the idea that the ethnomusicologist possesses some specific musical skill which informs a distinctive and separate ethnographic experience. This assumption in turn lends to the impression that one cannot write or speak on music without being a musician or performer of some kind. Thus, Bigenho calls for a broader understanding of ethnomusicological research, one where “non-musician” researchers can write, through the “lens” of music about the wider social world (2008:29). List (1979:3) cautions that “performance itself does not become the goal...then the activity becomes applied music rather than forming an aspect of ethnomusicological research”. Similarly, Beaster Jones (2014) notes that the “practices of music-making might not simply be learning an instrument within a particular tradition” but that recent scholars have recognised there could be other non-performance means of gaining knowledge about music. This points towards a redefinition of what it means to “study” music. 

Nevertheless, the ‘performative’ turn in Ethnomusicology that focuses on “doing”, practicing and performing music rather than simply observing continues to present questions of exactly how far a researcher must delve into performing and musicianship in order to gain a “true” understanding of a music world. Questions still persist such as: Is it necessary for a researcher to play the music of a given culture in order to understand it? Must every ethnomusicologist engage in performance or musicianship to be taken as a ‘good’ researcher? What particular musical aspects should be focussed on to “know”? Is meaning in the performance itself or in the practice?

I found it difficult to answer these questions and instead found that the actual process of learning and partaking in music gleaned much insight, often more than the performance itself. Baily (2001:86) argues that “only as a performer does one acquire a certain essential kind of knowledge about music”. He terms this phenomenon “learning to perform”. However I was not necessarily only learning to perform, though this was a goal, I was also discovering the contrasts in embodied engagement I experienced through practice at each place. Laitinen (1994) similarly notes that a music researcher’s “aim is not only to learn songs but the laws that govern the creation of songs and performances of these songs” (p.410). Conquergood (1991:187) notes that performance centred research is one that takes as “both its subject matter and method the experiencing body situated in time, place and history” (p.187). Baily (2001:94) argues that through “music-ing music”, one learns from the “inside”. Learning to perform reveals the “operationality” of the music, showing how it fits into the “humans’ sensori-motor system” (Baily 2001:94). This meant centring my participating body in the research. 

The place and importance of the body, and the researcher’s body in research has similarly been debated within Cultural Geography. Longhurst (2009) notes how the body has been an “absent presence” (p.430) in Human and Cultural Geography, what she calls the “historical privileging of the conceptual over the corporeal” (p.430), resulting in a “disembodied discourse” (p.431). Longhurst suggests that embodied knowledge, learning through the body, could be another important form of knowing, that “knowledge is embodied” (p.431). David (2013) affirms that bodily experience is a key tool in understanding a research phenomena, particularly in her field of dance practice. What she calls “embodied ethnography” (p.45) can “yield deeper levels of understanding and insight through engaged practices on different levels of understanding and insight through engaged practice on different levels of immersion” (p.45). 

Similarly I experienced different types of embodied immersion at each place of worship. My body became a tool through which I would absorb and learn the musical cultures of the places of worship, sometimes directly related to musical performance and sometimes not. This often meant close physical contact with others, as well as an enhanced sense of embodiment and bodily experience within myself. Dempsey (2000) calls these experiences “ethnographic intimacies” in which the researcher’s body becomes an important and intimate part of the research, often in relation to other bodies. For example at ECC joining the Worship Team to rehearse for ECC’s 2017 Christmas Carols Concert in December 2017 meant not only learning how to sing, but learning the bodily rhythms of dancing and stepping in time with other singers to pop infused Gospel music. During rehearsals we were encouraged to view dancing and moving as an integral part of worshipping and singing. Jonathan and Pastor Sam would often advise us to “feel” the beat and allow the power of the music to reverberate through our bodies. On one occasion, Jonathan told us to “loosen” up and let our bodies express the feeling of the Holy Spirit. He would direct our stepping rhythm at the beginning of each song, within which we were encouraged to add our own unique rhythmical bodily movements such as moving our arms or head to express inner emotion. Learning to move, step in time and indeed sing at ECC came surprisingly “naturally” to me and I enjoyed the experience very much. My body felt familiar and comfortable moving and improvising to the music that at times I forgot I was there to be an “objective” participant. I became aware of my embodied familiarity when interviewing Asta, an ECC Worship Team singer from Lithuania. As discussed in the ECC section on performance, Asta explained to me that she felt she could not “naturally” move to ECC music like me or the other “black” ECC singers, as we had a “natural” inclination to rhythm that she felt she, as a white singer singing “black” Gospel music, could not access. This highlighted to me the ways in which I was thinking through my own “natural” feelings of movement and embodiment at ECC. Witzleben (2010) notes that many ethnomusicologists “enter the field with previous training in the specific genres or instruments that are the focus of their study, while others choose an instrument because of its similarity to the one they already play” (p.139). Though I had never sung with a choir of any genre previously, I believe that my personal musical involvement in and passion for the genres of hip hop, Dub and Soul music and African American music in general, helped with my embodied familiarity to the R&B inspired Gospel music at ECC. Thus my embodied engagement at ECC revealed to me notions and styles of performance and their relation to particular musical genres, such as the ways the body moves in certain ways to “black music” and the perceptions of rhythm, “naturalness” and “blackness”. 

The feeling of comfort and familiarity with the musical practice at ECC contrasted in some ways the positional experiences at ECC I describe above. At St Thomas I experienced this almost in the reverse. My fewer positionality related experiences and ease with joining the St Thomas choir was in contrast to my unfamiliarity with choral music, and particularly the embodied experience of the music. At St Thomas, I found the carefulness not to move the body emotively or display as much inner emotion, unlike at ECC, challenging to at first maintain. At times I found my head nodding or moving along to where I found a type of beat or rhythm in a song, then becoming aware of trying to produce a more “still” and poised type of body that aligned with choral music performance practice. At St Thomas, I found that most of the embodied movement and expressions took place within the mouth in which certain letters were to be pronounced in specific ways to produce specific sounds. The embodied mechanics of learning to pronounce the “t” in the song “Softly” for St Thomas’ 2015 Nine Lessons and Carols Service revealed the ways in which the body was centred not on outwardly emotive movement, but an internal expression of seriousness that manifested itself in the studied, sometimes exaggerated movement of the mouth. Thus, instead of following Jonathan’s steps at ECC, at St Thomas I would follow Michael’s or Ed’s mouth movements to ensure I was pronouncing sounds correctly and more rigorously in time. This revealed the different ways in which St Thomas and ECC internalised and displayed emotion within the body. 

At the Temple, I experienced a different type of embodied engagement, in part due to learning Carnatic music and moving away from Western centred modes of performance. One of the major differences in performance and embodied learning at the Temple was that music is usually performed and listened to while seated on the floor. As I soon realised, being seated on the floor had to be cross legged inwards, as pointing one’s feet outwards is viewed as lack of respect in Hindu religious culture. Throughout my time visiting the Temple and attending lessons at OFAAL Tamil School, I found this pose incredibly uncomfortable to undertake and difficult to achieve, even after fours years of attending the Temple. One of the major difficulties I found in learning the Veena was not necessarily remembering the scales or where to place my fingers, but maintaining a cross legged posture. Priya, one of my younger, British born Veena teachers, noticed my difficulty in holding this pose and allowed my at times constant adjusting of my legs to shift to a more comfortable position. At times I played with my legs slightly outstretched to give them a break from the cross legged position that my body found hard to adjust to. Aunty Thusha, my older, South Indian born Veena teacher however was not so forgiving and often berated me for constantly trying to relive the pain and discomfort my legs felt by shifting from one seated position to another. She would direct to me sit upright when I slumped over the Veena and motion to her legs to indicate when my own legs had become out of alignment with the Veena. Priya told me that as Hindu devotees grow up visiting the Temple, their bodies get used to sitting cross-legged on the floor. Thus, my difficulties in achieving what for Priya and other Hindu devotees was natural, revealed the ways in which musical practice at the Temple was embodied in particular postures and poses. 

As noted above, it can be difficult for a researcher to both participate and observe at the same time. This was true for the Veena lessons I attended, where I felt the physical imprints of the lesson on my body, sitting cross-legged for an hour, long after the lesson had finished, more so than the actual musicological knowledge I felt that I had gleaned. This was in part due to the particular nature of learning and musical practice of Carnatic music itself. Weidman (2012) similarly describes how learning Carnatic music complicates the typical notion of participant observation where the “participant-observation model peopled by speaking informants falls short” (p.217). Instead she calls her particular experience learning the Carnatic violin from a teacher in South India that of being an “apprentice” (p.217). She notes that in comparison to typical images of participant observation, in which the participation is usually thought to include much verbal communication, apprentices work through “primarily nonverbal channels” (p.217) and learn by “imitation or “body-modelling”: watching, and oftentimes feeling, how their master’s body engages in the task at hand” (p.217). My Veena lessons reflected this approach in which I was expected to mirror the bodily posture and movements of my teacher over and above any reference to musical notation such as at St Thomas, mostly absent in Carnatic music, or spontaneous movements of my own volition such as at ECC. Weidman (2012) calls this the “gradual acquisition of unarticulated bodily-sensorial knowledge” (p.217). In some lessons, Thusha would hardly speak except to correct a mistake I had made. After her initial demonstration of a scale, I was expected to simply mirror her repeating the movements on the Veena. As Weidman (2012) notes, in Carnatic music, “musical competence is assumed to flow from the guru’s embodied practice to that of the disciple” (p.220). This is achieved through the “process of making something in the body, and this is achieved through repeating it until it becomes effortless” (p.220). Wacquant (2004) calls this “carnal ethnography”; learning the bodily habits of others. I became aware of the ways in which I embodied various aspects of Carnatic music practice when I began instinctively tapping the Carnatic tala beats on my fingers at the Temple, as I had been taught to by my Veena teacher. Noticing other devotees tap the tala beat on their fingers also helped me understand not only the ways in which some devotees were perceiving the music but also the social significance of demonstrating this physically, publicly referencing their advanced knowledge of Carnatic music as a sign of class and caste status. Weidman (2012) notes that “absorption of techniques that remain unarticulated but that nevertheless carry great social significance” (p.225). 

Singing with the bhajan singing troupe at the Temple’s Chariot Festival was a vividly different experience in various ways to learning and performing the Veena and my other embodied experiences at the places of worship. This was in part due to the physical challenge of singing on a hot summer’s day, having fasted from the morning. This experience taught me the modes of discipline needed in Hindu ascetic practice, similar to the disciplining of the body when learning the Veena. As with my Veena teachers, I was expected to learn songs by mirroring and mastering the embodied movements and posture of the singers as they walked along the procession. The lead singer, Rohini, directed me to “watch” her, rather than to listen out for particular sounds or rhythms, due in part to the songs being in Tamil, but also importantly due to mirroring her posture as a singer. 

Weidman (2012) notes that embodied movements such as the shape of the mouth when singing could be considered “trivialities” (p.230) in research. However she notes that in ethnographic apprenticeship, “with its potential to make apparent that which remains unspoken or unarticulated, as well as that which is not necessarily observable, becomes useful” (p.230). Thus my embodied engagements at each place of worship, though mostly unspoken and perhaps not so observable, was possibly the most important and illuminating aspect of my research. 








2.8 Concluding Thoughts: Power, Representation and Ethics
Mellor et al (2014) suggest that an ethnographer’s positioning can produce a “multidimensionality of power relations” (p.139) in the different ways that a researcher can be placed in relation to identity markers by participants, producing encounters in which the researcher can experience the “the taste of objectification” mirrored back on themselves (Meadow 2013:473). Yet, there is also the power the researcher ultimately wields over the research community, for it is the researcher that will write about the researched, not the other way round. Mellor et al (2014) claim that “academics have absolute control over the research process” (p.146) and therefore the representation of the communities they study. Concerns over representation have been long debated by researchers of different disciplinary backgrounds engaged with ethnographic research. Anthropology underwent a “crisis in representation” during the 1970s that occurred alongside postcolonial critiques of Anthropology’s connections to colonialism. Conquergood (1991) proposed that the “eye of ethnography” is directly linked to the “I of imperialism” (p.183) where sight is synonymous with surveillance and authority. The “critical” turn in ethnography in the 1980s bore Clifford & Marcus’s influential edited book, Writing Culture. In the introduction, Clifford (1986) asserts that, “‘Cultures’” do not hold still for their portraits” (p.10) and that attempts to make them do so always involve power, force and exclusion. He further contended that ethnographic writing is a powerful tool of representation and that “representation of the social world are “partial truths” (Clifford 1986:6). 

Skelton (2009) states that in human geographical research, the “politics of representation and knowledge production is essential…because much is at stake when a group or a place is researched, spoken and written about. Researchers are implicated in the production of people and places, as knowledge is produced and they can be responsible for misrepresentation” (p.402). Thus a decolonised ethnographic research practice acknowledges power and the politics of representation. I approached these research concerns in two ways. 

The first was to set a clear ethical framework for each community, adapting to each community’s needs. Skelton (2009) posits that in cross-cultural research the researcher must consider “reframing the ethical underpinnings of their research in line with the group of people who are the participants in the project” (p.399). Likewise, I developed different research ethics of photography for each place of worship. The Making Suburban Faith research team were granted permission to photograph at Amman Temple and St Thomas, hence I took several photos when attending events at these places. At ECC however, photographing, as described above, was not as straightforward. Elder Akin informed me that some worshippers might not wish to be photographed for personal reasons that involved legal matters. I therefore restricted the photography I took at ECC and was more attentive to ensuring worshippers that my research would not divulge any personal information that was shared with me. I also respected worshippers’ decision at ECC to have their names changed in the thesis. For interviews I recorded consent at the beginning of each interview and offered to send the interviewee a copy of the transcript. I obtained official permission to research at each community from the leader of the place of worship, but I would continually reaffirm this with participants as time went by, particularly at ECC. 

My ethical framework was also informed by particular approaches to researching religion. My approach to researching religion aligned with Holloway’s (2006) “non reductionist” approach that does not “deny either the “reality” of spirits or sensations of the sacred” (p.186) that participants with faith may express. This meant that I did not view my role and neither did I wish, to question to reality of the sacred experiences and feelings that participants revealed to me. I took what participants told me as real and true, respecting their beliefs as legitimate claims that pertained to their broader faiths. For this reason, in the thesis and in the field, I called participants by the names they were known in their respective places of worship, such as “Father Robert” and “Elder Akin”, not just out of respect for the participant, but also an ethical principle of respecting the religion itself. Hahn (2006) discusses a researcher from a different culture attending cultural events that could be considered “sensually extreme” (p.88), whom for cultural insiders may not be considered so. Thus I took the approach at the Amman Temple in particular to understand how some aspects of worship were made sense of within the community, rather than viewing them as “extreme”. Smith (1987) posits that the “Orientalist project is to encode Asian religions and cultures as exotically “strange” and “foreign” to the rest of humankind” (p.41). In accordance to this, part of my ethical approach at Amman Temple was to attempt to not encode practices as “extreme”, “strange” or “foreign” to me, but as new experiences that I was privileged to be exposed to. This meant an ethical decision to follow the gendered rituals and pooja practices of the Temple. 

The second way I responded to the politics of representation was to adopt a sense of duty, care and reciprocity within the field (Hellier-Tinoco 2003). Sanghera & Thapar-Bjorkert (2008) state that researchers “can “parachute in” [to the field] and leave once they have conducted their research, and nothing is seen or heard from them thereafter” (p.552). To avoid this, my approach to methodology was one of reciprocity. I did not see my role as simply to “collect” data. Instead I attempted to give back to the communities in various ways. For example, I usually gave a small box of chocolates to participants I interviewed. I would periodically visit each place of worship for events that were not necessarily research related and I would catch up with participants from each place if I had not visited in a while. I considered this approach to be important in not only understanding each community better, but in also developing bonds that would extend beyond the research. Similarly, Titon (2008) uses the term “visiting” (p.39) to describe a new type of fieldwork that places an emphasis on building friendship networks within the field. He posits that fieldwork should be reconceptualised to resemble “visiting” a friend in a “home” and that this can be especially true of ethnomusicology where music making is an intimate and personal affair. Therefore, to mitigate issues of power and representation in research, I attempted to mirror Titon’s “visiting” approach, viewing each community as a place of opportunity to make friends and engage with a new culture. 



















Chapter 3: Singing a Tradition: Music and Performance at St Thomas the Apostle Anglican Church

Father Robert walked slowly out of the vestry. This signaled the start of the night’s proceedings. The beginning of the performance. The room fell quiet. The mood was electric, if subdued. Michael standing in front of us, slowly put a finger to his lips to signal silence and sobriety. We were to project a solemnness to the audience. There was no more room for laughs or jokes, the serious matter of singing and creating an atmosphere for the congregation was paramount. A few moments later we followed, with Michael in front. We walked along the left wall of the church. Our movements naturally fell in step with each other. The chorister beside me was like a shadow, we were reflections of the same person. At least that was the image we hoped to project to the audience. I looked out to the congregation and could see them staring intently at us. It was then that I understood the strength of the presence we had constructed. Long dark robes. Solemn faces. Silent footsteps creeping upon them. This was all part of the atmosphere of a solemn softness we were present to project. It was strange as we had not been instructed to look or act serious, to keep a solemn face. But once dressed in the robe and now walking slowly towards the back of the church, I naturally took that pose. Knowing that we were being watched made the pose even more real and even more vital to adopt. We had to put on a show.
St Thomas’s Nine Lessons and Carols Christmas Service Fieldnote, Sunday 20th December 2015

3.1 Introduction 
This chapter explores the experience of religious music making at St Thomas the Apostle Anglican church in Hanwell, west Ealing. The above fieldnote hopes to capture the atmosphere of a central and important service at St Thomas’s, Nine Lessons and Carols, that takes places every December during the busy Christmas season. As the fieldnote demonstrates, performance is a central theme at St Thomas’s, as well as tradition, sociality and service. At the centre of this chapter is the choir of St Thomas’s. The choir is a long-standing institution at St Thomas’s and is central to the practice of music at the church. The choir’s personal histories, thoughts, feelings and emotions will be elucidated throughout the chapter to think through the interrelated nature of music and spirituality within the choir’s lives and that of the spiritual life at St Thomas’s.

The first section of this chapter provides an overview of St Thomas’s church including the history of its building and the nature of its worship. The second section of this chapter contextualises St Thomas’s church in Anglican history. I trace the cultural history of Anglicanism and relate this to St Thomas’s distinctive position within Anglicanism. I discuss historical debates within Anglicanism over the appropriate nature of worship. These debates can be found within the way that St Thomas’s choir view their music and worship, and how they relate to a longer historical Anglican tradition. The third section of the chapter therefore focuses on the importance of tradition at St Thomas’s today and the ways in which an explicit construction of tradition is used as a key feature of St Thomas’s collective identity. The fourth section of this chapter turns to the centrality of the concepts of service and sociality at St Thomas’s. These are important in the ways that the choir understand their role in the congregation, as well as the benefits in their own lives and spirituality. Section five discusses the complicated nature in which ideas of performance play out at St Thomas. I explore the different conceptions of what performance means to singers and how musical performance at St Thomas’s complicates existing notions of performance and participation. 





3.2 St Thomas the Apostle Anglican Church, Hanwell


View of St Thomas the Apostle Anglican Church, Hanwell
Photo source: http://thomashanwell.org.uk (​http:​/​​/​thomashanwell.org.uk​)

St Thomas the Apostle is situated on Boston Road that runs parallel to the River Brent about a kilometre north of Boston Manor tube station on the Piccadilly line. The church is surrounded by typical suburban London housing, a mixture of 1920s and 1930s semi detached houses to the south and Edwadian houses to the north (Dwyer, Gilbert & Shah 2013). The church serves its parish, which is part of the southern section of Hanwell, in the west of Ealing.  Hanwell parish, a typically picturesque suburban locale, is rather small, made up of around 2000 people. Hanwell parish was a product of the growth of west London’s suburbs, was carved out from other Ealing parishes in the early twentieth century. The parish is bounded to the east and south by the parish of St Paul’s, Northfields, which both has a much larger parish population and congregation. St Paul’s is a successful evangelical ‘New Wine’ church, with a very different approach to worship and music from St Thomas. There are two other churches serving Hanwell, they are St Mary’s and St Mellitus, both nineteen-century gothic style buildings further north. 

St Thomas’s is a Grade II* listed building and is distinctive due to the striking nature of it’s 1930s modernist design. St Thomas’s was designed by the architect Edward Maufe who sought to create a “straightforward and direct” space in the service of “liturgical use” (quoted in Dwyer et al. 2015:218). St Thomas’s was described as Maufe’s “finest church” by Elain Harwood in her 1995 report to English Heritage. Elain further writes:

Inside the feeling is of a great church exquisitely miniaturised. Indeed, it has frequently been said that Maufe's distinctive and austere style was better suited to the small scale than to a cathedral
(quoted in Dwyer et al. 2015:218) 

At St Thomas’s Maufe sought to create “sacred space through its coherence” (Dwyer et al. 2016:219). Distinctive architectural details are repeated throughout the building such as the engraving of the builder’s square and three spears, the sign of St Thomas the Apostle which represents the instruments of his martyrdom. In his own words Maufe aspired to “build anew on tradition, to rely on proportion of mass, volume and line rather than elaboration and ornament” (stthomashanwell.co.uk [accessed 3/10/2018]). Maufe designed the church to orientate towards the east to reflect the biblical book of Ezekiel and his admonition that God rises from this direction. Maufe, who also designed Guildford Cathedral, designed St Thomas’s to specifically reflect liturgy. Scripture is in built into the design of St Thomas. For example both the chancel and the sanctuary follow the proportions of Solomon’s Temple set out in the book of Kings. St Thomas’s is therefore is an intentionally designed sacred space that worshippers have a particular attachment to. The significance of St Thomas’s role as a purpose-built sacred space is discussed in more detail later in the chapter. 

St Thomas’s stands on land donated by the Earl of Jersey who laid the Foundation Stone on 8th July 1933. The church was consecrated on March 10th 1934 by the Bishop of London. St Thomas’s was built as part of the 1930s Forty Five Churches appeal, an initiative by the Church of England to build more churches in the suburbs. At the time the suburbs were perceived as a secular and commercially focussed expanding area of greater London. In 1934 Reverend Webb-Odell, secretary of the 45 Churches Appeal lamented the state of suburban faith when he wrote:

Left alone with no man to care of their souls there is the Wireless, the Cinema, the Public House, everything that is for the body provided– huge districts without a soul. 
(Webb-Odell 1933:161)

St Thomas’s is part of the Church of England and the Diocese of London. The Diocese of London has set out a “Capital Vision 2020” for the city which seeks to be “confident”, “compassionate” and “creative”. The Capital Vision is “Christ-centred and outward looking” and “more creative in reaching new people and places in the power of the Spirit” (london.anglican.org). St Thomas’s reflects this ethos outlined in their church vision. Their website states:

Our vision is to be a place of welcome to all, sharing the joy of our Christian faith, and building on over 80 years of service within our community using our gifts for the benefit of all people (stthomashanwellchurch.org)

Father Robert Chapman and the Parochial Church Council, volunteers who are long standing and dedicated members of the church, lead St Thomas. Father Robert has been vicar of St Thomas’s for six years and lives with his wife and two children in the vicarage adjacent to the church. The church also has a hall that is used after Sunday services for gathering and refreshments. Like many other church halls, the hall is also used for various secular events such as zumba classes and performance arts workshops. Another key figure in the church is the Director of Music, Ed Cooke​[2]​. Ed took over the post from Michael Mappin in October 2016. Ed works closely alongside Father Robert in directing and selecting the music. Though Ed does not live in the borough, he has become an important member of the church community. 

To some extent St Thomas’s can be described as serving a settled parish. Many of its regular worshippers have long established ties to the area. Many have married, confirmed and baptised their children at St Thomas’s and have been an intrinsic part of church activities for many years. The idea of a traditional parish community and the particular bond of St Thomas’s to the surrounding vicinity of Hanwell are particularly important to its religious life. The concept and ethos of the parish church serving its community is instilled into the fabric of St Thomas. Beeson (2009) notes that the traditional role of the parish church was to have a “central place in a closely knit community life” (p.2). At St Thomas’s this means a small but core group of worshippers who are active in organising social events that include for example an annual pantomime involving the younger worshippers, and an over 50s group. On a Sunday, St Thomas’s regularly has between 70-80 worshippers in attendance. This decreases during the summer months with attendance peaking during the busy festive Christmas period. Though St Thomas’s could be deemed quiet during the week, there are a small group of older worshippers who visit the Lady Chapel for morning prayers. 

While the demographic of St Thomas’s is characterised by a devoted core of worshippers with long attachments to the area, the overall attendance could be said to reflect Caddick’s et al (2005) lament that a “seemingly unstoppable decline is occurring” (p.1) in the attendance of contemporary Anglican churches. This is especially when placed in contrast to burgeoning evangelical churches in Ealing such as the neighbouring St Paul’s church and Ealing Christian Centre. Despite St Thomas’s somewhat reflecting the overall decline in Anglican church attendance, it also boasts a small but steady influx of newcomers due to the area becoming increasingly desirable, particularly because of strong local schools. Newcomers into the area often have small children that join St Thomas’s thriving Sunday school. Caddick et al (2005) note that while Anglican church attendance has declined, the communities formed are “sincere, sustained and vibrant” (p.2). This can be said of the St Thomas’s community. 

The Anglicanism practiced at St Thomas’s could be described as liberal and open. 
St Thomas’ reflects a complex form of Anglicanism that draws upon a variety of practices and historical movements within the Church of England. On one hand, St Thomas’ largely adheres to the High Church tradition within Anglicanism that emphasises ritual and a resistance to modernisation. This informs St Thomas’ identity as a “traditional” church. On the other hand, St Thomas’ sees itself as an open and increasingly liberal congregation. Though this has been a more recent development at St Thomas’ as under Father Peter Andrews, the previous vicar, the church took a more hard-line approach on issues such as women priests, but has changed significantly since then, and now has regular female celebrants. 

St Thomas’s described itself as “a community made up of all ages and backgrounds, for both the curious and convinced” (stthomashanwell.co.uk). Father Robert operates an open door policy both for the church and the vicarage. All are welcome to the church and he actively encourages participation in the church and the choir even as a non-believer. Father Robert’s openness reflects the congregation’s own liberal nature, that somewhat juxtaposes the traditionalist and ritualistic nature of the services. As noted, St Thomas’s services are practiced in a High Church tradition, reflecting the church’s desire to adhere to tradition and ritual, giving the church a reputation for being traditionalist and somewhat distinct to other evangelical churches in the surrounding areas. Father Robert and the congregation appear to be aware of this reputation, which is what attracts many of the congregation to the church. Despite its traditionalist approach, St Thomas’s is a vibrant and open church. 

The choir are a central feature of St Thomas. The choir are made up of between twelve to seventeen regular singers. There are regularly around seven sopranos, four altos, two tenors and three basses present at Sunday services and Friday night rehearsals. This number increases significantly during special events such as the annual Christmas service and particularly the Easter Requiem, both services can feature an extended choir that has been as large as 40 singers in recent years.

The choir is made up of predominantly long standing members of St Thomas’s who have lived in Hanwell for many years. There are a number of core members however that do not live in the borough, travelling to St Thomas’ especially to be a part of the choir. The choir can be described as the backbone of the church and has an important liturgical function of assisting in worship. I conducted participant observation at St Thomas’s by joining the choir for rehearsals and services. I first joined the choir in November 2015 for the annual highlight of the Nine Lessons and Carols Christmas service. I participated in five separate sets of choir rehearsals and services:

Nine Lessons and Carols Christmas Service, December 2015
Nine Lessons and Carols Christmas Service, December 2016
Passiontide, April 2016
Fauré Requiem, April 2017
St Thomas Patronal Festival, July 2017

I also co-organised and was a part of a “Come & Sing” event at St Thomas’s in May 2016. The event brought together singers from Ealing and west London to sing a selection of songs, led by eminent choral director Ralph Allwood. The following section will discuss the ways in which the history of Anglicanism influences the way in which music works at St Thomas. 

3.3 Music and Tradition in Anglicanism 
On January 21st 1549 Parliament passed into law what Gant (2016) describes as “the single most important document” (p.6) in the history of English church music, the Book of Common Prayer. The book was an outcome of the English Reformation, the sixteenth century political and religious movement that fundamentally changed and divided the English Church and its music, with lasting effects still felt today. The Reformation has become known as a period of radical political change and upheaval that resulted in the break of the English church from Rome (MacCulloch 2004). Reformers called for a self-determining and independent church, with King Henry VIII appointing himself as its sovereign head (ibid.2004). 

The Reformation initiated new forms of worshipping and sought to transform the religious locus of the English church with a “Protestant piety that emphasised the believer’s own self-examination, unmediated by the Church or its clergy” (Beeson 2009:33). Importantly, the reforms initiated liturgical changes such as the establishment of English over Latin as the primary language for religious services. The Book of Common Prayer signalled/symbolised this new direction and was significant in establishing liturgy conducted in English, promoting an “ideal of a nation worshipping in unison in a common language according to the same forms” (MacCullough 2004:330). The pre-Reformation English church followed Roman liturgy mostly conducted in Latin where congregants would watch the service, but very few could take active participation. Thus reforms would deeply affect the nature of English church music and participation in it. As Beeson (2009) notes, reforms were not just confined to the structure and words of the liturgy, but extended to its ceremonial presentation and “led to a reconsideration of the place of music and the function of the choir, with emphasis on congregational participation” (p10). The Reformation established the idea that you could sing to your “God yourself in church, not just listen to a trained initiate do it for you in a secret, private language which he understood and you didn’t” (Gant 2016:55). Tuner (2017) notes that the Reformation “gradually eroded…the role of ritual practice of teaching through the sacraments”. It made Christianity “cerebral rather than corporeal” and the “laity was to listen and believe rather than practice and ingest” (p.138). However these reforms were at times enacted in brutal and violent ways with King Henry’s forced closure of monasteries across the country that typically sung Roman-influenced choral music. For example, Gant (2016) describes the moment King Henry’s soldiers entered an Abbey in the town of Worcestershire and forcibly stopped the service:

not just in the middle of the service but in the middle of the Magnificat, in the middle of the verse. ‘Deposuit potentes’, they sang, ‘He hath put down the mighty.’ Henry’s troops wouldn’t even allow them to finish the verse: ‘and hath exalted the humble and meek’ (p.74)

The Reformation, an “iconoclastic purging of art and ceremony” (MacCullough 2004:328) resulted in the near extinction of traditional Latin choral services that were treated with suspicion and thought to be part of Rome’s unnecessary pomp and pageantry. However, not all choral music was lost during the upheaval of the Reformation. Gant (2016) describes the musical change from pre-Reformation to Reformation as: 

“you might sing less, on fewer occasions, with fewer musicians, but you still sang, and some of your services and their music remained recognisable, scaled-down, sung less often, with some of the words and the language changed, but still there” (p.61). 

Due to the musical changes in the structure of worship, almost all parishes lost their choirs and organs by the turn of the seventeenth century, and parish choirs would not gain their pre-Reformation status until the late nineteenth century (Gant 2016). However, Gant (2016) contends that English church choral music was not completely lost with the Reformation. England instead had to reinvent an entirely new music distinct from Rome. Questions of what music was appropriate for the new English church brought to the fore long running tensions of conflicting modes of thought “between music written for and by the trained professional, and music meant for anybody, anytime, anywhere” (Gant 2016:55). As Jenkins (2003) notes, the Anglican church was “born in the struggle between the advocates of order and those of freedom” (p.193). These two conflicting sides eventually resulted in the English Civil War and Counter Reformation that followed the Reformation in the seventeenth century. 

From these battles emerged two sides that have continued to characterise the conflicting nature of English church music and worship over the centuries. On the one side the Puritans that emerged from the Reformation believed that the relationship between scripture, God and the believer were the most important to religious devotion. They believed that the centrality of the Bible was the way one properly connects to God and that faith was not based upon beauty, ceremony or the awe that comes through ritual. As Beeson (2009) notes, the Puritan concern was whether music was “intended to assist the church to offer to God in worship the highest and best of which it is capable or should it be designed to help the individuals members of congregations to lift up their hearts in acts of corporate praise?” (p.15). The other side, referred to as “High Church”, held that ritual and ceremony were important to worship and that a sense of awe is central to how a religious institution should work. Thus throughout its history, the Anglican church has been divided between these two broad camps; those that believed ritual and ceremony were central to faith and worship and those that did not. 

From the former emerged the Methodists, formed by John and Charles Wesley in the early eighteenth century. The Wesleys are important figures in the developing yet often contradictory nature of music and worship in the English church. Together with other devout Anglicans, they developed a people-centred form of worship that placed prominence on communal, congregational singing. This did not result in an official break away from the Anglican church.  However, Methodists would often attend their parish service and leave before the end to gather together in communal song in a nearby room or hall (Beeson 2009). The Methodist ideal proved to be popular as more and more Anglicans joined in with their communal singing, meeting in halls and the open air (Beeson 2009). This style of worship would later influence the emergence of Anglican evangelism in the twentieth century and the focus on singing simple songs in unison. 
The Wesleys most important contribution to English church music however was the introduction of the hymn. Charles Wesley wrote no fewer than 4,000 hymns (Beeson 2009), some of which are still sung in parish churches today. Beeson (2009) notes that these hymns became “popular and unstoppable” (p.34) amongst churchgoers across the country. The Church took note and hymns eventually become institutionalised within the Anglican Church. The effects of the Wesleys’ inclusive and communal approach are important in the direction of worship the church was to follow. Hymns were taken up by the parish choir, ironically revitalising the English choral tradition. The growing Protestant, yet institutionalised music of the Anglican church symbolised by the hymn reveals the many different ideological strands the church was drawing upon in forming its own post-Reformation musical identity. 

English church music experienced fundamental change once again with the Oxford Movement in the nineteenth century. The Oxford Movement looked back to the pre-Reformation church as a guide for instigating new “High Church” styles of worship (Gant 2016). The Oxford Movement developed two opposing views of music in worship. On one side were those who wished to restore the congregation to its full right of participation, particularly in the singing of the Psalms. On the other were those who believed that parish churches should aim for the “glory of cathedral music in which a highly trained choir offers music on behalf of the congregation” (Long 1991:327). The movement gave rise to the Ritualists on the one hand who favoured congregational participation and the Anglo-Catholic movement on the other, in which robed choirs became a ceremonial mark of distinction (Long 1991). The Oxford Movement emphasised the importance of ceremony and ritual and sought to extend its practice beyond the cathedrals into parish churches. Parish churches began to embrace revived High Church traditions, such as the centrality of the Eucharist for Sunday worship (Beeson 2009). Once again questions arose over the correct nature of worship and what was appropriate for parish and cathedral worship. Gant (2016) notes that traditionally parish churches would imitate the music of their cathedral or monastery. The difference between the two traditions was that the parish church choir existed “specifically to lead the singing of the congregation and not, as in cathedrals, to offer worship on behalf of the congregation” (Long 1991:39). The divisions between cathedral and parish worship would lead to “High Church” and “Low Church” styles of worship within the Anglican Church. 

The conflicts over music and worship that took place in England from the sixteenth through to the nineteenth century are part of an on-going conflict over the nature of music and worship that are still felt today. These conflicts and debates form part of a long running discussion in the Church of England about whether liturgy brings one closer to God or whether one can become personally close to God in a Protestant sense. St Thomas the Apostle church is intimately bound up with this complex history. St Thomas’s worship style can be traced to the nineteenth century movement to introduce cathedral style worship to parish churches. This movement had its origins at Leeds Parish church in 1841 where the vicar reorganised the nature of music in the newly built church. The result was the re-establishment of a “professional choir of men and boys, robed and seated in choir stalls facing each other” (Gant 2016:54). This looks much like the choir of St Thomas’s today, with the addition of female singers. The modern Anglican choir, Beeson (2009) notes therefore is a relatively recent feature of Anglican worship, part of an ‘invented tradition’ (Hobsbawn & Ranger 1983) that is not as old as it first appears. The organ, a central feature of St Thomas’s, also forms part of this sense of belonging to a long-standing tradition. Having survived the Reformation where many of them were viewed as “unnecessary and idolatrous ornaments” (Gant 2016:73), the organ at St Thomas’s today links the modern church to a long battle of ideas and desires over worship. 





3.4 Singing a Tradition
Tradition is central to the way singers conceive of not only what they do at St Thomas’s but a large part of the reason they commit a significant portion of their time week after week, year after year to the choir. In interviews, I would often ask singers what led them to St Thomas’s or the choir. Singers often responded that it was because St Thomas’s was “traditional”. I became interested in what singers meant when they used the word “traditional” and how this influenced their identity at St Thomas. After I asked singers what they meant by traditional, they gave various responses to what “traditional” meant to them and why they felt it was such an important part of worship and identity at St Thomas’s. In attempting to make sense of these varied responses, I found that the way in which the choir understand “tradition” can be grouped broadly into two themes. 

First the choir relate to tradition through memory. St Thomas’ Anglican music tradition is often something they grew up with, something they have fond memories of from childhood, or developed a love for in later life. These memories are both collective and individual. St Thomas’s music tradition has been a large part of their lives and self-development and that of their “imagined community”. Within this is a general sense that they are part of a historic tradition that goes back hundreds of years. They feel that what they do at St Thomas’s connects them not only back to their childhood, but to a history. They feel they are part of a longer, historic tradition within the Anglican Church. It is thus important to singers that this tradition forms part of an important collective cultural memory and fits into a long historical tradition of choral music making in the Anglican Church. This offers singers a sense of stability and the feeling that they are part of and anchored in a much longer historical tradition that informs personal memories and attachments as well as ideals on community and tradition. 

The second is the way in which “traditional” is a liturgical and political self-defining positioning that reflects the broader tensions and divisions in the Anglican Church. In discussions with singers about religious music in general, they would often refer to “happy clappy” churches in a jocular, even mocking way. They see what they do at St Thomas’s as distinctive and separate to the Anglican evangelical churches. These distinctions were referred to in the materiality of the music itself, such as the fact that St Thomas’s did not use guitars, but also in the manner and outlook of how worship should be in a traditional Anglican church. They defined themselves against these churches, both generally and locally, with this came a sense of pride that what they were doing at St Thomas’s was distinctive; there was also an elegiac note that this was a declining, even dying tradition. Though St Thomas’s identifies itself as traditional in comparison to other modern evangelical churches, many singers also identified St Thomas’s also as a modern church in various ways, one with liberal tendencies and an open and welcoming approach and outlook to newcomers, and those with other or no faiths. 

All singers expressed in various ways being initially drawn to St Thomas’s for its “traditional” music. St Thomas’s identifies itself as a “traditional church”, though this tradition is expressed in different ways by each member of the congregation. In a discussion with Father Robert, he noted that tradition at St Thomas’s is “maintained most conspicuously in the music now”. I found a general feeling at St Thomas’s that the music is the main feature keeping the Anglican tradition going. At St Thomas’s there is a sense that the music is central to the tradition and is an integral and prominent element of the Sunday service rituals. However the St Thomas’s ‘tradition’ is discussed and viewed in various ways by singers.  For some singers it takes on a more nostalgic meaning. Roy, a male alto, has been a member of the choir for close to a decade and travels a fair distance from Hammersmith to participate in rehearsals and sing at the Sunday service each week. Roy explained he initially joined St Thomas’s choir for its distinctive choral music tradition. He became aware of other churches turning towards more modern repertoire and settings and spoke of his love of the Book of Common Prayer that he says is:

“…old fashioned English and once they brought in these new English translations, new music had to be written. And so there’s lots of new music to the new words. But fortunately here we still do music to the old verse as well. We haven’t just thrown it all out. So we have a good variety of music here which is nice.” 
Roy interview, 27/03/2016

Here tradition takes on a more explicit meaning, tied up with the Book of Common Prayer. Roy’s reflections also reveal the importance of feeling that one is part of a longer tradition, one that reflects the history of Anglicanism itself. Sian, an alto, has a long history at St Thomas. Her family, attracted to the traditional Anglican music practiced at St Thomas, moved to the church twenty-five years ago. Sian explained to me that a major reason her family joined St Thomas’s was that the set service on a Sunday was the same every week. The value in familiarity and repetition was expressed by many singers. Singers valued St Thomas’ tradition as something they could depend upon as being broadly the same as when they first joined. Bithell (2016) notes that traditional singing communities value tradition in what they often perceive as a changing and unstable world around them. This does not mean however that singers are not open to new works. Sian says:

“…a lot of the traditional music we sing so you get very comfortable with how that works, how it progresses, the sort of chord you’re expecting. So to sing modern music throws you out of your comfort zone a little bit but that’s really good too”
Sian interview, 3/4/2018

Singers expressed enjoying the music at St Thomas’s because it brings them a sense of familiarity and comfort and a sense of heritage, while also enjoying being challenged by new works. Singers often expressed their love for the St Thomas’s musical tradition more unambiguously through habit or heritage rather than through explicitly religious or spiritual discourse. It was only after specific questions that singers related their love of the St Thomas’s music to faith. 

At the beginning of each interview I asked singers how they started in the choir at St Thomas’s. Each singer gave varied personal responses though all showed similar patterns in their journey to St Thomas’s. Most singers in the choir have a long and personal history with St Thomas’s and the surrounding area of Hanwell and Ealing. These varied and interesting histories are important in understanding why core members have served in the choir for many years even after moving further away from the church. A majority of the singers’ stories do not demonstrate a history of unbroken engagement with the church and choral singing from childhood to adulthood. These stories are much more complex and fragmented, dotted with personal experiences of joy, loss and change that are interwoven with a strong engagement and passion for choral singing at various points in their lives. These personal histories often pointed towards the way music constructs memory. Bithell (2016) discusses the ways in which music can act as a “medium for history”, a mechanism by which the “past is remembered, constructed and invested with meaning” (p.6). Conn (2012) discusses how Gaelic singers in Canada create “dialogues with the past” with each other through singing and memory recollection. As with St Thomas’ choral tradition, singers stressed the importance of their past in forming their present love of choral music. Most singers at St Thomas’s spoke of developing an interest in choral music during childhood through a school or church choir. “I was in the school choir…” was a phrase that was repeated numerous times in my interviews with singers. Therefore singing initially for most began as a task assigned to them by an adult that eventually developed into a personal passion.

Caroline recalls joining a choir as a child as part of Sunday school and notes that she did not initially pair singing with an overt sense of her spirituality. Her journey into choral singing reflects the way in which music has not always been attached to her personal spirituality. She described this journey from her school choir to St Thomas’s:

“I grew up in Staines and I went to a church that was quite similar to St Thomas, a traditional church. I rang the bells there. I went to the Sunday school. I was in the guides and later I sang in the choir and then when I was at university, I was at Lady Margaret Hall in Oxford, but my friend there knew the organ scholar at Brasnose chapel. And Brasnose was short of women because they only had one out of five of women and you could be an invited singer in the chapel choir and then you got a free dinner if you came from outside so it was a bit of a win win…but then I didn’t sing in a formal choir for quite a while after that. In my 20s I was into opera so I did opera shows and then eventually I got married and moved here in 1993 and then when I had my daughter in 1994 we had her christened at the church and then when she was a little bit older I thought she might enjoy Sunday school and getting involved with stuff and then I thought I suppose we better go to church while we’re at it.”
Caroline interview, 21/04/2016

Caroline’s journey fits a common pattern in St Thomas’s choir. Many singers were not born in London but for marriage or work purposes found themselves living in the area. Core members of the choir were involved with running the St Thomas’s Sunday school that their children attended and reported that it was their children’s engagement with the Sunday school that maintained their regular attendance at church. Most singers describe becoming involved with the choir once their children were old enough and needed less care. Caroline describes becoming more involved in the choir due to having “the time to do it”. Thus joining the choir was not necessarily due to an overt sense of spiritual desire. Rather singers joined as their children became older and work pressures lessened. Some singers had never sung before joining the choir, such as Sarah who said she wanted to join the choir “to be more involved but I enjoyed singing and just sang to the radio every now and then”. Other singers were not brought up in religious backgrounds such as Roy. He describes his journey from singing at primary school to St Thomas:

“It’s what brought me into the church in the first place because I had no connection before that. My parents never went to church but luckily they sent me to a church of England primary school and one day the vicar came round asking for volunteers in the choir and a few of us volunteered. No idea why I volunteered but I volunteered. Went along, liked it and stayed. It’s difficult to know how I would have got into the church by another route. Its not that easy these days is it. Fewer and fewer people are going so you don’t have the contacts that might make you to go in so that was the way I came into it.” 
Roy interview, 27/03/2016

Roy stressed the importance of choral singing as he attributes music being the route through which he discovered faith. However, like most singers he does not recall taking the religious aspect of the choral music as seriously in his earlier years as he did later:

“You probably don’t appreciate the religious stuff at that age, you just do it because you like the music. It was fun, you make more friends. Of course you have chaps your own age when you’re in the choir too.”
Roy interview, 27/03/2016





3.4.1 Musical Memory 
An important part of joining the choir for singers was connecting to memories and feelings through music. These memories were expressed at an individual as well as at a collective level. Singers often recalled fun moments they had with the choir as well as personal moments they had with music. Shelemay (2006) notes how music making bridges the divide between individual and collective memory. Personal memories intersect with communal memories, giving a community a shared sense of history. At St Thomas’s communal or collective memories are an important part of the sense of tradition St Thomas’s maintains. Singers would often recall humourous shared moments from services, where things went wrong or well. Often singers would recall particular moments at St Thomas’s when things were different from the norm, such as Keith recalling to me a service in the early nineties in which a live donkey was processed up the aisle for an Eastertide service. These particular odd moments in St Thomas’s history were recalled with humour but also with a sense of nostalgia and longing. Singer’s personal histories were bridges to collective memory. I asked Sian what her earliest childhood memory was involving music. She replied:
“My earliest childhood memory was sitting at the piano with my dad because he used to write music, he used to write church services, music for choirs to sing and he would get me to sing with him, that was an early memory. Just the joy of singing with a large group of people, I had a very emotional response from a very early age and just I loved the rehearsal process as much as I loved the time in the service.” 
Sian interview, 3/4/2018

Sian’s earliest music memories are both personal and part of the shared musical heritage of a church service. Other singers discussed memories of happiness when remembering singing in the choir as a child and attempted to recreate these feelings by joining the choir. These musical memories were not always especially significant or particularly imprinted into the singer’s memories. Singers were more attracted to the general feeling of freedom and fun they felt singing as a child and the comfort this familiarity brought. At times, these musical memories were present without singers being explicitly aware of them. Sue for example was brought up in a musical family and learned instruments at a young age. She describes singing in the school choir as part of a routine as a younger student. Below she recalls an interesting experience of musical memory:

“I did sing in the school choir which is all completely hazy except once Bev who used to be our choirmaster who died last year, that was Sian’s father, he brought out an anthem and we only ever sung it once and I knew it word for word and I must have sung it when I was in the school choir. I don’t remember singing it but I knew it word for word to the point where I knew where I’d been told to do the you know the dynamics and everything, so that was really weird. Really weird.” 
Sue interview, 22/3/2016

Sue’s experience demonstrates a deeply embedded musical memory. These memories can at times be disconcerting and emotional. Singers discussed particular hymns or pieces that provoked particular emotions, perhaps reminding them of a loved one, relationships or a challenging time in their lives. For example Caroline describes feeling emotional when particular hymns are performed:

“…that’s very emotional actually…For All the Saints gets me, something about the faithful soldiers getting rest which makes me think about my Dad. I hate it when that one comes on because you’re there as a choir to do a job and lead the singing and not have the choir glub thinking of your dad. Then you can smile at the memory…I don’t know if you’ve tried singing when you’re crying but its very very hard work. It’s impossible. And occasionally maybe something in church something will set me off and you can see others in the choir too. There’s obviously something.” Caroline interview, 21/04/2016





3.4.2 “Our” tradition and “happy clappy” churches 
Singers also describe tradition as something that distinguishes them from other Anglican churches that have taken an evangelical turn. This fits into historical debates in the Anglican church about the appropriate way of worship. There is a sense at St Thomas’s that what they do is unique and set apart from other churches. The distinctive nature of St Thomas’s music tradition was expressed on various occasions by singers. Singers were aware that what they do is becoming less common amongst the growing number of churches that are following an evangelical style of worship. Keith, one of the preceding music directors and a long-time worshipper at the church, described past moments in which St Thomas’s introduced evangelical forms into their music such as electric guitars. I asked Keith why the electric guitars did not become a regular feature at St Thomas. He replied:

“Because the church is a bit traditional. But I wouldn’t have wanted that to stay. Because you’ve got St Mary’s down the road who are all into that kind of stuff and it’s just not my style really. I prefer the more traditional stuff. And the congregation seem to as well but I don’t see why you shouldn’t stick something in occasionally that’s an interesting sort of thing.”
Keith interview, 7/4/2018

Father Robert reflects Keith’s desire to keep St Thomas’s traditional and apart from the evangelical music tradition, but to also retain an openness to new directions and experimentations with music. Father Robert described what St Thomas’s does as a “living tradition”. Being self-conscious of its distinctiveness, St Thomas’s is also open to adaption and re-making from time to time. Part of this “living tradition” is bound up with living in the “imagined community” (Anderson 1983) of a traditional Anglican parish. The sense of living in a small community, a village in a big city makes St Thomas’s feel more traditional and special to singers. The sense of community that is made through St Thomas’s living tradition also forms an important part of St Thomas’s singers’ individual and collective memory. 

Ed explained to me that his love for church music was not due to a sense of spirituality but due to a love for tradition. Ed noted that he liked the idea of doing something “that has been done the same way for hundreds of years”. Ed was aware that his non-belief may cause questions about his role as Director of Music at a church. Though he felt that his love of the tradition itself and desire to produce quality music was sufficient for the role. Ed’s comment also reveals the perceived connection he feels that St Thomas’s has with the past, here expressed in terms of length of time. A number of St Thomas’s singers similarly placed value on what they perceived as St Thomas’s traditions stretching back into history. This is a source of pride for singers and a selling point for the church, particularly for local choral groups interested in traditional church music. 

However many of St Thomas’s music traditions are not as old as they appear. Hobsbawn & Ranger (1983) called this ‘invented tradition’ that “implies continuity with the past” (p.1). Hobsbawn & Ranger identify Nine Lessons and Carols as an ‘invented tradition’. Nine Lessons was developed by Kings College Cambridge in the early twentieth century. The Christmas service proved popular and was eventually adopted by many Anglican churches. Nine Lessons and Carols has become an instituted part of fabric of St Thomas. Roger, a long-time bass in the choir calls it the “calling card for St Thomas”. The service is one of the most popular at St Thomas’s and draws many people into the church. It seems and feels like an old tradition, however as Hobsbawn & Ranger point out “‘traditions which appear or claim to be old are often quite recent in origin and sometimes invented” (p.1). Much of St Thomas’ distinctiveness comes from being ‘traditional’, yet its most traditional service is not “hundreds of years” old as it may first appear. St Thomas’s however is aware of this. In my interview with Father Robert I asked him about St Thomas’s self perception and role as a traditional church. He replied: “that it’s a pure representation of a traditional faith of the English going back to the 12th century is pushing it really!”. I also asked Roger what the meaning of tradition at St Thomas’s meant to him. He replied:

“As we said earlier, the church was built in the 1930s so its not as if we’ve had the same service every week for 400 years like some places do but I do think that the service itself is a traditional service that follows a tradition, that I think the choir and the congregation believe is worth preserving” Roger interview, 26/07/2018

Roger expresses a sense shared by others at St Thomas’s that the church is preserving ‘old’ traditions in a relatively new church. At the same time, they also celebrate “invented traditions” that appear older than they are. As Roger goes on to say: “so we’re almost kind of creating our own way of celebrating a traditional service in what is not that old a church”. Roger here is referencing the distinctive way St Thomas’s preserves tradition while also being inclusive and open to new ideas and works. Father Robert echoes this ideal by wanting the church to be both traditional and modern at the same time and noted that St Thomas’s “takes the richness of the tradition and we’re not just merely producing a museum piece”. He goes on to say:

“…for me the real lesson of that is how you take those rituals which are historic, the rituals of music, the rituals of worship, of liturgy, the rituals of art and architecture and how you connect those and make them accessible to the people now and make them available, to people now.”
Father Robert interview, 21/06/2018

For some of the older members of the congregation, St Thomas’s adherence to tradition has been also crucial to their long-standing presence at the church. I spoke with Eileen, Rose and Cynthia, three long standing members of St Thomas’s who came to London from the Caribbean in in the 1960s. Their musical memory is intimately connected to a tradition of “back home” where church was a prominent feature in their lives. They spoke about remaining at St Thomas’s throughout the years due to it being linked to the church tradition they experienced and remembered back home in the Caribbean. Eileen described to me a time in the 1980s when many black families in the area began migrating to more evangelical churches that were opening up. Eileen recalled someone asking her: “why do you stay in a white church?” Eileen joined St Thomas’s in 1969 and explained that her desire to stay during those times was due to not being familiar with the music and worship practices at the evangelical churches and preferring the tradition she knew at St Thomas’s. Eileen, Rose and Cynthia described to me that they were aware that St Thomas’s was deemed a “white church” but that they felt this should not deter them from worshipping, partly due to its strength of tradition. They interpreted their resolve to stay as others migrated as a faith-strengthening exercise and a reason to be proud. As Eileen said: “We stand up for ourselves. We had our faith, our spirituality and our music”. Eileen being a member of the choir for over twenty years noted that becoming part of the choir was integral to her feeling that she fitted into the church while aware of the growing presence of “black churches” in the surrounding area. 






Tradition was also expressed by singers through what I call “embodied tradition”. Singers spoke of the way in which their bodies responded and operated within the physicality of the space and the materiality of the building. Tradition was felt as a sensory affect, as for example in the smells of incense that took them back to childhood.  This sensory embodied tradition was regarded as an important part of the St Thomas’s high church Anglicanism. 

Singers expressed their love of singing as something that they had inherited from childhood, which points towards a long musical memory but also to a sense of habituation. Doing something that they had “always done” was about continuing a pattern of behaviour and engaging in familiar practices. For example Sarah, a soprano says:

“It’s a bit like the Lord’s Prayer isn’t it. You can say it without really thinking about what you’re saying but you can feel more spiritual with it because it’s something that you’re used to.”
Sarah interview, 13/3/2016

Sarah is describing the way spirituality can be gleaned from habit or patterns of practice. Many of these practices become “embodied traditions”. For example Sian discussed how changing seats in the choir stalls often led to confusion in the choir as singers are accustomed to their seated position positions in the choir stalls. Roger also discussed seating: 

“even when people have to move seats and sit…in a different position in a choir stall, it’s like “what’s happened?”, its different. That’s kind of an inertia thing but I think it is all part of ones place of the moment in the service”. 
Roger interview, 26/07/2018

I very quickly felt this embodied tradition in my own experience of singing in the choir. Being an alto, I was seated in the alto choir stall and usually sat between Sian, Rachel or Roy. This quickly felt familiar and comfortable to me, so much so that it felt in some ways strange when new singers joined the choir and displaced this familiar seating pattern. St Thomas’s regularly invites singers to join in at special events throughout the year such as Christmas and Easter. The fieldnote below expresses this embodied sense of the choral tradition at St Thomas’s in further detail.

It is the first of the Nine Lessons and Carols rehearsals. I arrive just before 7pm and am pleasantly surprised to see a number of singers, a few I have not seen before, standing around the choir stalls. In the background of chatter I can hear the junior choir practising for the forthcoming Christingle service on Sunday. There is a feeling of excitement as other singers slowly appear as we begin to settle into the stalls. My usual position on the first row of the altos, second space to the left, is taken. I contemplate sitting on the second stall. I place my bag on the second row, somehow it feels strange so I attempt to squeeze onto the first alto stall, perching myself on the end next to Rachel. Ed fetches a chair as another few singers join us. Sian is handing out folders with the service music inside. A discussion ensues about the best way to sing with the folders. Sian asks Ed whether using plastic pockets to hold the individual sheets of music was a good idea. A singer says that the folders produce a glare with the candlelight and make it hard to read. Sian suggests they use matt plastic pockets. Rachel jokes that the choir should go back to using “old sticky hymn books”, while motioning a sticky affect with her hand. Singers discuss in more detail how the music was presented in earlier features of 9 Lessons and Carols. A new singer arrives and points to the empty seat on the first alto row. A singer tells her it is Sian’s seat but that she won’t mind. The new singer sits in Sian’s seat and we all squeeze in a little more, ready to begin the rehearsal. 
Nine Lessons and Carols Christmas Service Rehearsals Fieldnote, Friday 25th November 2016





3.5 Sociality, Service and Spirituality 
One of the most significant reasons singers gave for singing in the choir was the sense of sociality and belonging it engenders. Choirs have been long theorised as dynamic social spaces. Collective singing is thought to promote social cohesion, a sense of community and strengthens social bonds between singers. Specker (2014) asserts that a choir is a “communal social mechanism” (p.70) in which “social communion was part of the intended goal” (p.70). Other types of choirs can however be predominately motivated by other means such as activism or political protest (Bithell 2014). Bithell (2014) notes that a choir is a “community in its own right” (p.25) where singers share important life moments. Singers at St Thomas’s spoke of the sense of “being together” as an important reason for attending rehearsals. Sue noted the sense of “belonging” she feels by being part of a choir as one of the main reasons she joins. David similarly commented that it was the feeling that “you’re part of something”. Choirs create the feeling of being a part of something larger than oneself. As Matthews & Matthews (2012) write: “the choir is a microcosm of an ideal community containing individual members dedicated to the beauty and well-being of the larger whole” (p.98). During my own time in the choir I quickly developed a feeling of belonging and a social connection to other singers. This was particularly strong for singers placed in close physical proximity to me such as Rachel and Roy on the alto side. Singing together created a bond with other singers through the intimacy of choral participation. This feeling of closeness could also have been due to my lack of experience in choral singing so I relied more on fellow alto singers than perhaps an experienced singer. During rehearsals I was physically close to other singers in an attempt to follow their voices. Losing my way in a piece many times, I often leant closer to a fellow singer to find the part. Fellow singers would often help me when they could see I was confused or lost. This feeling of mutual aid and helping each other out greatly informs the closeness and sense of bonding I felt during choir rehearsals. The sense of helplessness contributed to my greater sense of intimacy with other singers. This was similarly expressed by singers who emphasised the participatory and helpful nature of singing in the choir at St Thomas. 

However this sense of shared helpfulness did not mean that singers were not aware of the strengths or weaknesses of others singers, it in fact perhaps reinforced it. For example in an interview I noted how well Sian sang and how I often followed her voice and leaned on it to strengthen my own. She replied that she in fact leaned on another strong voice. She says:

But you know Sara. Do you know Sara who comes along and sings with us sometimes? Oh yes. She’s had to move away. She comes along and I sit next to her and I go “oh I wish I could sing like that”.
Sian interview, 3/4/2018
The sense that there were stronger more experienced singers did not lead to overt feelings of competition, but more of a sense of awe and respect for those with strong voices. This awareness would often mean that stronger singers were looked to most for support within the group, and their presence was greatly missed when they were not there. 

Attending rehearsals on a Friday night becomes embedded into the weekly social calendar. For some singers it may be the only creative or musical activities they engage with, while for others it is one of a series of musical activities they undertake each week. Though choir rehearsals are a part of a typically busy working and social week, singers noted they particularly enjoyed attending Friday night rehearsals due to the social bond regular weekly attendance fosters. Part of this bond comes from the informal, jovial atmosphere created in rehearsals. Humour and banter is a central part of St Thomas’s rehearsals. A sense of fun and camaraderie is felt which helps ensure rehearsals are engaging and fun, juxtaposing the serious and thoughtful nature of the music as David explains below:

“We’re quite self-deprecating. We’re saying we’re rubbish a lot and sometimes there’s a lot of truth in that but part of the pleasure is when you feel there are people here that are uncertain about this or people who feel it’s something we can’t cope with and actually when it works well, you work up and up towards something…there is this sort of enormous sense of achievement when we do something half right.” 
David interview, 8/3/2016

As David notes above, the choir’s humour is often centred on self-deprecation and self-mocking. This creates a shared sense of meaning and purpose. Humour is present to ensure that in a light-hearted but serious tone that notes and harmonies are correct. This expression also creates humour and comic relief when things go wrong. For example during rehearsals there is often a comedic back and forth exchange between the choirmaster and the choir regarding challenging vocal tasks. Humour often occurs when the choir express difficulty during a task as demonstrated by the below fieldnote from the 2015 Nine Lessons and Carols Christmas service:

The altos, according to Michael had developed a “bad habit” of taking a breath before “…and wa-ken my soul”. The breath, Michael explained should be taken in the gap before the “and”, not after. Rachel beside me raised her hand. “But Michael” she said, “last week you told us to take a breath during “wa-ken”...”
“Well I’ve changed my mind”, Michael sternly replied, looking blankly at her. 
The choir laughed. I smiled, looking intently at Michael’s expression. A small smile appeared across his face. These exchanges, between choirmaster and choir though seemingly tense, were masked in ironic humour. Rachel did not appear at all slighted by Michael’s response, in fact she seemed pleased that she had arisen a strong reaction from him that provided a few seconds of comic relief for the choir. The person that could foster the most faux indignation from Michael seemed to be the most triumphant and Michael rewarded the choir with a few moments of comic relief to ease the intensity of practice.
Nine Lessons and Carols Christmas Service Rehearsal Fieldnote,
Friday 11th December 2015

Humour is important in relieving the challenging work of choral singing for the St Thomas’s choir. This humour is mostly distributed across the regular, longer serving members of the choir. Regular weekly attendance means that singers create a shared understanding of the banter that takes place. The desire to be a part of this camaraderie is something that attracts newer singers but it can also make newer singers aware of the close social bonds already established within the choir. Though camaraderie and bonding are undoubtedly present during rehearsals, singers may not necessarily socialise extensively outside of the church. This means that although choir rehearsals are viewed as a social activity, they can be set apart from other activities due to its clearly defined purpose. This collective purpose and determination can create an intense and focussed atmosphere in rehearsals compared to other more informal social gatherings, despite the presence of humour and comic relief. Sarah calls singing in the choir a “process that you go through together with the choir”. The process of learning a musical piece as a group, week after week, undoubtedly creates a feeling that one is experiencing something significant together. This feels even more significant when learning a new musical piece. For example many singers recall the process of learning unfamiliar pieces as being an enjoyable, if at times a fraught part of their choir experience. Sarah describes learning Will Todd’s modern carol “Softly” for the first time for the 2015 Nine Lessons and Carols Christmas service:

“Yes, that was new to us. I don’t think we done it before. And you know what I was saying earlier about when we do something for the first time. This was a challenge because Michael was quite prescriptive about where he wanted the “f’s”, the “t’s”, so that there was a lot of “fffffs” going on…it was quite tricky and I don’t even remember how the performance went to be honest when we did it. Yes and there’s all these dynamics aren’t there….I think it’s a lovely song. I hope we did it justice. I can’t say whether we did or not.”
Sarah interview, 13/3/2016

Though Sarah here demonstrates some ambivalence about the outcome of learning this new piece of music, a general sense of communal accomplishment was reported by singers when they discussed performing a piece that they had learned together over a few weeks. The “process” of learning a new piece created a strong sense of purpose and commitment to rehearsals and practice. 

In order to learn a new piece well, regular attendance is required of singers. Therefore an important part of this sociality is accountability. In her study of Anglican university students, Strhan (2008) notes that belief affords a sense of coherence and stability and that “through these they make themselves accountable to each other and God” (p.236). The choir creates a sense of accountability to one another as part of a sense of sociality and social responsibility. Choir members rely on each other to form and make up the choir. For example David is aware that as one of the few tenor singers, his presence at weekly rehearsals is important. He explained out he felt a sense of duty to attend and be part of the choir each week as:

“…particularly because we haven’t got that many tenors. In fact most of the time I’ve been there it’s been just me. It’s difficult to take weeks out and you’re aware of the whole balance of things.”
David interview, 8/3/2016

Other singers also reported feeling a sense of duty and accountability to other members of the choir. Caroline, an accomplished soprano singer who also sings in a secular choir demonstrated an awareness of the importance of her role as an experienced singer. She says:

“Michael knows I can get all the notes right so therefore I’ve got to be on top of it. I’ve got to be on the mark. He expects a high standard from me, I need to deliver and I need to get it right. But maybe not all will demand that of themselves because their aspiration is different, they’re going to it with a different viewpoint or they’re just singing with the choir or they know, well I’m doing my best at all times. We’re just all wanting to do our best so it wasn’t as enjoyable experience rehearsing [Softly] it as I would have liked it to have been.”
Caroline interview, 21/04/2016

Some of the stronger singers understood that their role in leading and supporting the choir was important. This role is especially important within smaller choirs that are made up of non-professional singers. The challenges and burdens of responsibility on each singer to give their best in a small, non-professional choir meant that singers had a sense of pride and achievement when they felt a performance went well. 
During my experience in the choir I experienced these elated feelings after a service. I became more aware of how important stronger voices were to the choir as during rehearsals I relied on the stronger singers such as Sian and Rachel. Their absence was often felt strongly and I would struggle to carry the notes when they were not present at rehearsals. Caroline above points to the sense of accountability to each other one feels in a choir. Sarah also discusses how singing in a choir requires leaning on and supporting other voices:

“I think the advantage of singing in a choir is that if you do get things wrong…when there’s a quite a few of you…it’s not always obvious. So you’ve got that support from other people who are getting it right.”
Sarah interview, 13/3/2016

Each individual voice becomes more important in smaller choirs that particularly rely on a handful of strong, leading singers. David called this experience “synchronisation” in which each voice works together to create a unified, collective sound. Thus, attending regularly creates a desire to not let anyone down, including the choirmaster. In my own experience, attending each Friday night felt less to do with the spirituality and the singing itself and more to do with being with others and being accountable as part of the choir. The further into the rehearsal weeks I got, the more I felt a desire to attend to be a part of something bigger that required certain voices singing certain parts to work. This “mutual accountability” (Strhan, 2008:236) is important in strengthening a sense of group purpose from rehearsal to performance. The feeling of being an individual part of a whole was noted by singers as an important part of singing. Sarah says:

“…it’s the being with everybody else. It’s being part of the choir. It’s not wanting to stand out, though we do. As I’ve said before, we’ve got some lovely voices. They should stand out. But the actual singing in the choir it’s the actual…placed-ness of it.”
Sarah interview, 13/3/2016

Sarah’s use of the particular term “placed-ness” connotes the feeling of “emplacement” and points to a desire to become a unified, integrated part of the choir. Thus singers felt it was important that all voices were equally heard and valued, though there was awareness that some voices were stronger than others. Singers appreciated and valued the voices that led the choir though they also valued the unified feeling of singing in a choir. Singers also noted feeling a sense of sociality towards the congregation and a desire to incorporate them as part of the unified whole. Ed described the choir’s role as being in “communion” with the congregation. It was important to him that the choir saw themselves as an “extension” of the congregation. Ed also emphasised that the choir should not feel they are separate from the congregation because they wear “fancy robes and are seated separately”. This sentiment was echoed throughout my discussions with singers who though aware of the sometime separate nature of the choir to the congregation, felt that unison came in congregational singing. Sarah talks about this in more detail:
“The music helps…I think the music makes people all inclusive especially the hymns. Because sometimes…we’re sat there and the congregation are there and you do get this little bit of them and us…when we’re all singing the hymn together, we’re all the same. And I think that’s the important thing. I don’t think there should be them and us.”
Sarah interview, 13/3/2016

Singers noted that one of the most important features of being in a choir was one in which they recognised the importance of leading the congregation in song but also being in communion with them through song. Drawing on the work of Victor Turner, Specker (2014) similarly demonstrates how singing collectively can be explored through experiences of communitas. Specker describes singing collectively as a “mutual-tuning in” (p.2) and points towards its “unifying features” (p.4) as a way in which choirs bond emotionally and socially. Specker contends that these unifying features emerge through the “process of coming together as equals, departed from their usual roles in society” (p.7). The coming together as equals is an important part of the experience of singing at St Thomas. As Sarah discusses above, it is important for her to feel the “them and us” aspect of choral singing with the congregation is dissolved. 

It is also important that this feeling is dissolved within a choir that is made up of individual group parts. Turner (1969) described this group dissolution into a unified whole as a state of liminality that is achieved through communitas. The liminal state is one in which ambiguity and indeterminacy dissolves an individual’s sense of identity for the greater social good. The liminal state creates a space in which the goal of the group is put above individual desires. At St Thomas’s a liminal state is created when for example a singer volunteers for singing parts that they may find challenging or spends extra time working on specific parts to improve their voices. Singers recognise their individual efforts and voices will help towards and blend into a unified whole. This becomes an important responsibility when a service includes various individual solo parts and duets. The careful balancing process of creating a liminal state by dissolving voices into a greater whole is described in more detail in this fieldnote:

It is the final Friday rehearsal for the St John Passion service. There is excitement and anticipation in the air as Michael reveals that today the choir will be going through the running order of music. I sit between Rachel and Roy on the alto side. The soprano side across from us is nearly full with nine singers already seated. Behind me the basses and tenors are excitedly discussing their solo parts on the back row. Michael, motioning the choir to quieten and stand, begins to play the opening chorus “Hail! King of Judah!”. 
“Remember you must all come off the “daah” of Judah at the correct time!” Michael calls as we sing. 
I concentrate on trying to keep in time with the choir during the last line of the chorus. As we hit the last syllable of “Judah” our volume increases in anticipation of a crisp and unified ending. As we end, Michael nods approvingly. “Good” he says, “now everyone is to sit but Sara”. Pearl and Sara had been practicing “Now is our Saviour” as the opening soprano duet piece. Michael indicates with a nod the moment Sara is to sing. Sara sings the piece beautifully while Michael plays the notes on the keyboard. Her voice pierces through the church hall. Her top notes ring in my ears. The choir listen intently, immersed within the beauty of her voice. 
“You may have noticed”, Michael says after concluding the piece, “that this is actually a duet. Poor Pearl is not here”. Some of the choir congratulate Sara on her singing while Michael explains that Pearl has been struck down with an illness and cannot sing. The choir collectively murmur their sadness to hear Pearl is unwell. 
“She feels she has let the choir down and was in tears tonight”, Michael adds solemnly. “But never mind”, Michael chirps up, “this works well as a solo too. The outro will help it lead nicely into the recit”. 
Passiontide Rehearsal Fieldnote, Friday 18th March 2016

The above fieldnote demonstrates that attempting to achieve a state of liminality is not a straightforward process. This is particularly emphasised when a work such as Handel’s St John Passion is punctuated by various solos, duets and chorus parts. An absent voice may at first appear to upset the balance of blended voices. As shown above, individual singers with solo or duet parts are aware of this delicate balance and may become disappointed if they cannot be present. The choir responds to these instances of uncertainty by adapting to the new settings. Spontaneity, adjustment and being open to covering sung parts are an important part of the communal nature of group singing. Singers lean on each other in these uncertain moments of change or during solo or harmony group lines. 

Connor (2016) terms these “collective voice acts” (p1) choralities. Connor contends that collective singing is a particular type of sound that provides a “kind of matrix in which the subject may be paradoxically both suspended and supported, dissolved and defended” (p.4). He terms the interaction between the individual voice and the choir as a whole a “strange and powerful plural-singular”(p.1) Like Turner’s concept of liminality, Connor points to these moments occurring spontaneously. However, I experienced the “plural-singular” during distinct moments with the choir. I found collective voice moments more powerful during the points where we had spent time crafting and fine tuning. One of the most memorable moments was during the 2015 Nine Lessons and Carols Christmas service where the altos sang through a solo line. The feeling of the “plural-singular” was particularly enhanced when singing unaccompanied and through a line in the song that we had practiced repeatedly. This is also demonstrated in this fieldnote describing the experience of singing Will Todd’s “Softly”:

Sian’s strong voice carried our opening alto line and me through much of the song. As the sopranos sang “Soft-ly sweeping” and the tenors and basses hummed “mm”, the altos opened with singing “Soft-ly” four times. At times I faintly pronounced the “t” in “Soft-ly”, sometimes not at all for fear of singing it incorrectly. 
“Sof…ly”, I hesitatingly sang the second time, moving closer to Sian to gauge her timing. As we sung I kept remembering Michael’s instruction about correct pronunciation and the importance of the letter in ensuring a wholesome sound. It was in these doubtful moments Sian filled in the gaps and led the alto line. 
“Sof..t..ly”, I sang the third time. Our confidence increased as we sang this tricky word together. Seated between Sian and Rachel, I could feel both voices creating a warm, comforting loop around my own. At times I struggled to even hear my own voice as it became lost in this coil, each voice helping the other to sing. As my confidence grew, my voice blended in seamlessly with the altos and then the choir. The choir’s voice blended and folded back into one another to create a soft but powerful presence. There was no evidence of struggle for power or volume. Each singer, each chord, each note was sung with a knowing softness and togetherness. Michael looked pleased as we concluded the last line. He jokingly rubbed his eyes as if pretending he were about to cry. I smiled broadly and laughed a little inside. I knew then that we had somehow performed “Softly” in the way he wished; softly, gently yet unified with just a little power and confidence. 
Nine Lessons and Carols Christmas Service Rehearsal Fieldnote, Sunday 20th December 2015

A state of liminality or the “plural-singular” Connor (2016) describes was enhanced through careful, repetitive crafting and achieved through the successful outcome of the challenging task Michael had set us with this particular song. My time spent in rehearsals with the choir meant we had a shared desire to perfect particular sung moments. This shared desire led to a greater collective effort. A sense of collective accomplishment and elation was felt when the goal was achieved. I found these moments particularly moving and poignant as it was when a feeling of a wholesome connection with the choir was realised. During choir rehearsals it was often difficult to get a sense of the whole or a feeling of liminality as the hour is divided into quick paced short chunks of practice and swiftly moving onto new songs. Michael and Ed would at times abruptly stop a line they felt was being sung incorrectly or only practice specific sections of a piece. This meant that the choir often did not get to experience the wholeness of a service until the day, sometimes this was also true of an individual hymn or anthem. This was mostly due to the fact that the choir sing familiar repertoire so do not always require practicing a piece the whole way through. Sarah demonstrates below how a Sunday service can feel more “heightened” in comparison to a rehearsal where the “flow” is disrupted:

“…when you’re actually singing it on the Sunday then obviously the nerves are a bit heightened. And you do feel that you should be doing it properly and getting it right. So…it does feel that it’s more important on a Sunday. And of course when we’re practicing we’re pulling it apart and we’re doing this bit and that bit and it’s all over the place…so you don’t get the flow of the whole thing.”
Sarah interview, 13/3/2016





3.5.1 Duty and Service as Spirituality for the Choir: “If I’ve been given a voice, I just want to use it!”
One of the foremost reasons choir members gave for singing in St Thomas’s choir was a sense of duty or responsibility they felt towards the congregation. Singers expressed a desire to sing for the congregation’s pleasure, upliftment and spirituality. Various singers referred to being in the choir as giving “service” to the congregation. For example, when I asked Caroline why she joined the choir, she replied: 

“I think I felt that as I was able to do it and go to church and sing that I should do it because once you do, it’s sort of part of your service to the community. To give them your talents.”
Caroline interview, 21/04/2016

The choir felt that it was important to serve the congregation using what some perceived as their God given or divinely inspired musical talents. The ability to sing was referred to singers variously as a “gift” or a “skill” that should be shared with others. Choir members that possessed particular singing skills or choral experience and techniques such as those who could sight read or who sung parts that were commonly undersubscribed such as the tenor line, especially felt that their role was important in ensuring quality service for the congregation. For example Roy said:

“If I’ve been given a voice, I just want to use it. Some people will have other talents and will do other things for the church but there are things I can do so I do it.”
Roy interview, 27/03/2016

Singers expressed an explicit desire to use their voice for spiritual purposes and an understanding that they possessed a creative tool that should be used for the benefit of others. Singers described singing in the choir as giving service particularly to the congregation, rather than singing as a service specifically directed towards God. For example, I asked Roy whom his voice was directed towards when he sang in the choir:

“It’s the congregation mainly. Your aim is to heighten their experience and bring them closer to God I always think. That’s what you’re there for.”
Roy interview, 27/03/2016

The act of singing creates an intimate, altruistic connection between the choir and the congregation, what could be termed a “social spirituality”. The choir view the act of serving others through singing as a form of devotion to God. The ethos of social spiritualty present in the choir reflects the particular Anglican philosophy of duty and service to one another. Part of this duty is to help one another in worship as Edwards (2000) notes as a key tenet of Anglican faith: “it is the group which helps us listen to God” (p.65). During choir rehearsals however, the act of serving the congregation through song is not always explicitly mentioned. The congregation itself is rarely directly referenced during rehearsals. Instead the congregation occupies an indirect presence through the focus on detail to ensure the best possible sound. Service to the wider congregation was not the only reason for the choir’s interest in the quality of their singing. Singers also spoke of giving their best to God and their own self-fulfilment. Repeatedly practicing harmonies and getting notes to sound “right” during rehearsals is of utmost importance and on the surface appears to be the main aim. Thus singing in the choir at first seemed to me more interior and self-absorbed rather than the selfless act of serving others. Yet this focus on getting notes correct also contributes to the greater good of the choir and the congregation. The intense focus on harmonies, notes and breath means greater listening pleasure for the congregation. For example, both Ed and Michael mentioned at various times during rehearsals that they wanted the congregation at the back of the church to hear the choir, or that they wanted the “sound to reach the back”. In order to achieve this kind of ‘surround-sound’ in the large space of the church, both Ed and Michael paid particular attention to the choir repeatedly practising certain phrases and words. Both focussed on the particular pronunciation of letters and phrases to engender an acoustic effect that would resonate within the building. At times these sounds are practiced repeatedly such as the particular sounding of the “t” in the word “Christmas” at carol services. These sounds were often be challenging for the choir to master, leaving Ed or Michael exasperated. It is in these challenging moments that referring to the experience of the congregation at the Sunday service is often used as a catalyst for motivation. This method is demonstrated in the fieldnote below: 

It is the second week of the Fauré Requiem rehearsals. The alto bench is nearly full of singers. I squeeze onto the end next to one of the visiting singers. The soprano pew on the other side is also filled with singers. Ed welcomes the choir and we begin with practising “Libera Me”. We sing through the first line while Ed plays the music on the keyboard. Ed suddenly claps. The choir abruptly stops singing. “Listen to the accompaniment”, he says with seriousness. We sing through the line again. Ed claps again. Ed explains that we must sing “valde” with a “vaaal” sounding pronunciation. We sing again. “Better!” Ed says with a smile. We sing through the next line, a little more confident. As we sing Ed says with a raised enthusiastic voice, “keep going, it will be atmospheric I tell you on the day!”. With this encouragement I feel our voices become a little stronger and assured. I imagine the audience facing us on Sunday and the great sound we manage to achieve. I try a little harder to enunciate the “vaal” sound and circle the word in the book. Beside it I write “atmosphere/Sunday”. 
Fauré Requiem Rehearsals Fieldnote, Friday 24th March 2017

This fieldnote demonstrates that the act of serving the congregation through song is intuitive and implicitly recognised by the choir through their vocal practice and efforts. The indirect reference to the congregation at the Sunday service motivated the choir in their efforts. This attention to detail in rehearsals is part of the choir’s service to the congregation each Sunday. Ed’s desire and motivation to create an “atmospheric” environment for the church on Sunday requires the choir’s full engagement and efforts during rehearsals. This engagement and willingness to sing challenging works is part of the sense of duty the choir feel to the congregation and to God. This also implicitly links the voice to a specific spiritual purpose that is to assist in the worship of the congregation. 

The precise and attentive crafting of a piece forms part of a distinctive spirituality present within the choir. The choir’s craft is perhaps an inherited tradition in part influenced by the emphasis of quality by the Oxford Movement that helped evolve liturgical practices in the Church of England in the early nineteenth century (see section 3.3). The Movement sought to revitalise and institute orderly worship to Anglican services in which the choir were to sing with “precise dignity” (Beeson 2009:4). The desire for quality and precision draws on the choir’s own musical abilities and experience. Many of the choir are experienced singers with backgrounds and histories closely tied to the choral tradition. The choir is a microcosm of a wider, vibrant Ealing choral community. The level of expertise within the choir reflects the sonic quality that is desired and worked towards, though not always achieved. The attention to detail and expected high standard at times leads to frustration on the part of the choir and the choirmaster as demonstrated below: 

“Now…” Michael continued, “the first four words of this carol are Softly…Softly …repeated four times…and they must be sung correctly!”. He turned towards the altos and began to sing the words unaccompanied, clicking his fingers
…1..2…3…to indicate the slow rhythm, prompting the altos to follow along with him. We duly followed and began to sing. 

“Softly...Soft…stop!” he proclaimed abruptly. 

For Michael, the pronunciation of the “s” in “Softly” was crucial in setting the tone of the song. The “s” he instructed us, must be sung “softly”; its meaning was to be invariably embedded in its sound. The “s” must almost be unheard, yet ironically audible, so softly sung that it sounds it is coming from nowhere, like it is somehow being whispered from heaven itself. The rhythm of the four words must also be sung in such a way that the “softness” of the sung sound is maintained steadily throughout. We tried once again. “Softly…Softl…stop…stop again!” Michael exasperatingly proclaimed once again. “I want to hear the “t” in softly pronounced clearly now, this is the most important feature of the song that you will get right!”. At this Sian and Rachel beside me murmured their rising impatience, perhaps “Softly” is not as easy a song as we thought. “This is going to be a long one”, Rachel whispered to me. “Yes”, I whispered back, “I think so…” looking up at Michael’s weary expression. 
Nine Lessons and Carols Christmas Service Rehearsal Fieldnote, Friday 11th December 2015

Thus at times being in the choir felt less about spirituality and seemed more akin to a secular choral ensemble routinely and relentlessly practicing music to get it right for a performance. For example, the first time I sensed overt religiosity during my early experiences with the choir was when Father Robert entered the vestry before the service and led prayers. The choir responded to his bidding and ended in unison “Amen”. It was in this poignant and quiet moment, standing in our ornate robes and bowing our heads, that I first connected the choir with an explicit sense of spirituality. 

Singers described how fulfilling service to the congregation brought them closer to God and strengthened their own spirituality. Thus serving the congregation’s musical needs is an important part of a singer’s own spiritual development. Singers also noted how singing helped increase their spiritual knowledge. Roy said:

“…of course you remember lots of words from hymns and anthems and you can bring them back whenever it feels appropriate. And it’s probably easier to remember words that you’ve sung rather than words you’ve just read. So it increases your knowledge of the Bible because most of the words are taken from the Bible.”
Roy interview, 27/03/2016

Singers noted how attending rehearsals helped maintain their regular attendance at church. Sarah discussed how singing strengthened her relationship to St Thomas:

“I think it does develop a relationship. But it might purely be the fact that you’re here longer! (laughs). You know the longer you’re doing something the more it becomes a part of you. I mean it is, the singing in the choir, it’s all part of the week.”
Sarah interview, 13/3/2016

Singers recognised that the choir drew them into the church more than other worshippers. As Roy discusses above, attending choir rehearsals can increase intimate knowledge of the Bible and can deepen spiritual understanding for singers. He notes that attending choir practice every week “reinforced” his spiritual awareness and strengthened his personal faith. 

Singers also described attending choir rehearsal every Friday night as a practice that became integrated into the week, as Sarah notes above. Choir practice becomes a familiar, regular responsibility that also represents a significant weekly commitment. Singers attributed the motivation to commit an hour each Friday night to their desire to serve the congregation and God. Singers described how choir rehearsals became a constant feature of their weekly schedules and how the choir became interweaved into their everyday lives. Despite the spiritual benefits of giving service through song, singers noted that participating in the choir often meant they could not always closely follow the teachings at a Sunday service. David described singing in the choir as a “job or work”. At times the work of singing in the choir is met with ambivalence. For example in one choir rehearsal, Michael stopped the choir and asked for volunteers for a solo part. There was silence in the pews as each singer looked to one another. Michael joked “people that don’t volunteer, will get asked!”. Sometimes this service or duty is taken up somewhat slowly but always in a willing manner, though singers are aware extra singing slots will require additional time and work. For example, Caroline described “shaking all through the next three verses” after her Nine Lessons and Carols Christmas solo in 2015. She describes the experience in detail:

“…Because you sing unaccompanied, you start on that note and you’ve got to end on that note because the organ is going to come in. And if you’re not on that note it’s going to be horrible, really horrible…but I was so relieved I could scarcely walk and I’m going there and everything is shaking for a verse or two because however often you do it, singing by yourself is scary.”
Caroline interview, 21/04/2016

Therefore though mostly pleasurable, singing in a choir requires much concentration, determination and skill. Songs are approached from a musical perspective. David affirms: “I’m not really thinking about the hymn as hymn, I’m thinking about the hymn almost in technical terms”. Caroline further states:

“In one way you could say it [singing in the choir] has a negative effect because you’re thinking about what you have to sing next. So while the person is reading the Old Testament reading you’re thinking oh crumbs I gotta do the Psalm in a minute. Or I’ve usually got the markers in the book for the hymns, so its not like I’m scrabbling through the book.”
Caroline interview, 21/04/2016

Some singers also described missing the pleasure of simply listening to the music while being in the choir. Sue commented: “the one thing I actually miss about singing in the choir is being able to just sit and be still and shut your eyes and let the music wash over you…I really really love doing that” (22/3/2016). Singers therefore not only commit Friday nights to choir practice but also lose part of the enjoyment of the music of a Sunday service. In my own experience singing in the choir, it is indeed difficult to focus on the spiritual meaning of the words whilst also singing. I often did not consider the words or stories contained in the songs at all during practice, especially the ones I did not understand in Latin. Thus singers described often focussing on the technicality of the songs rather than their spiritual meaning. Outside of singing in the choir, Sue terms singing and music as a type of “contemplation”. She described not singing in the choir as providing an opportunity to “take a step back from worrying about whether you’re getting the notes right or hanging onto to them for the right length and actually just let it sort of filter in”. Some singers noted that they were aware they did not derive the same spiritual benefit from the music as the congregation did. In response to my question about the relation between singing and her faith Caroline describes this process:

“But usually during the Old Testament lesson I’ll check the Psalm and check for any tricky pointing bits to just refresh my memory on those. When we get back after communion you’re listening about for when Michael stops doing his playing, we better be ready for the communion. So I think it in many ways stops me really listening to what’s going on in the service but then it does get me into the church so some does filter through. I might set my ears aside because otherwise you’re not going to get it if you’re not there at all but I think the congregation get more out if spiritually than the choir do because we’ve got a fair bit of business going on.”
Caroline interview, 21/04/2016





3.6 Performance at St Thomas’s: “…if in doubt, mime!”
The question of performance was central in my discussions with singers at St Thomas. In each interview I asked singers; “would you consider what you do at St Thomas’s performance?”. Most singers replied “no”, but then often went on to identify instances at St Thomas’s that could be deemed a performance more than others. For example Sarah says:

“…sometimes it feels like a performance. And especially when we do the anthems and the introit, obviously they feel like a performance because the congregation aren’t joining in. When we are singing something on our own it is in a way isn’t it? But when the congregation are singing the hymns with us, that’s not a performance at all.”
Sarah interview, 13/3/2016

Singers identified several factors that they deemed made a musical event at St Thomas’s a performance. For example, David noted that there were particular special occasions that felt more like a performance such as at Christmas and Easter time when St Thomas’s services are externally advertised. He noted specific factors such as facing the congregation or the church clapping at the end as practices that pointed more towards a performance. Sian noted that there was more “physicality” in a performance. She noted that “in a choir there’s a stillness that you have to have when you’re singing in a choir”. Other singers felt strongly that singing at St Thomas’s was not a performance at all. For example Sue said she felt singing in the choir on a Sunday was not a performance:

“…because they’re with us. And I think to perform something you need to be, “look at us and we’re going to do this”. Whereas when the congregation are singing with us then we’re just the same as them.”         Sue interview, 22/3/2016                                                                             
Singers responded to this question with a range of answers that then led to interesting discussions about whether performance was or should be present in church. Their answers demonstrated a generally adverse view towards the concept of “performance” and what they do at St Thomas. The way in which the singers discussed certain factors contributing to some services feeling more like a performance, points towards Turino’s (2008) conceptualisation of musical participation and performance into four distinct fields; “participatory performance”, “presentational performance”, “high fidelity” and “studio art”. Turino’s first two conceptualizations of participatory and presentational are particularly relevant to St Thomas. Turino describes “participatory performance” as a practice where there are no “artist-audience distinctions” (p.26) and where the focus is on the social aspect that is produced by the musical performance, rather than the quality of the musical performance itself. Turino describes “presentational performance” as a practice in which there is a clear line that separates two groups of people involved in the performance; “one group of people, the artists, prepare and provide music for another group, the audience, who do not participate in making the music” (p.26). Here musical quality is of utmost importance both to the performers and the audience members alike. St Thomas’s music can be described as “presentational performance” with the choir the designated group that are involved in the performance and where the quality of music is highly valued. However, St Thomas’s music is also a “participatory performance” in which hymns and the Psalms are sung together as a congregation. However, within these congregational musical moments, there is still a distinction between the congregation and the choir, both spatially and in terms of expertise. Thus, St Thomas’s music can be said to exist on a continuum of Turino’s conceptualisations of musical performance.
Other writers have pointed towards this two fold dimension in musical performance and also the nuances and blurred lines within these styles. For example, in The Hidden Musicians: Music Making in an English Town, Ruth Finnegan (1989) discusses the ways in which local musical groups create distinctions and self identities between what constitutes “amateur” and “professional” music making and performance. Finnegan demonstrates how these local musical groups often focus on participatory styles of music making and performance, while also striving for quality. Finnegan shows how the striving for quality in musical performance can also be a feature of participatory music making, providing complexities to Turino’s distinctions above.
Turino’s distinctions between these two styles of music making is also striking in the way it directly connects to the historical debates in Anglicanism over what is the appropriate style of worship. As discussed in the earlier 3.3 section of Anglican music history, the Reformation produced two different ideas on what worship and religious music should be. On the one hand, the Protestant tradition taught that participation and congregational singing was an important part of worship. On the other hand, the High Church tradition placed importance on quality performance and ritual. St Thomas’s sits somewhere between these two historical Anglican traditions of musical performance. Singers place much importance on the collective and “participatory” element of choral singing, but also strive for quality and “presentational” qualities. The below fieldnote demonstrates the ways in which a St Thomas’s choir rehearsal can reflect both these presentational and participatory practices: 
There is a buzz of activity as I enter St Thomas’s for the 3pm rehearsal. Singers are excitedly discussing the arrangement of chairs for the forthcoming Requiem to take place later in the evening. Roger along with other basses and tenors are moving chairs around to create three rows at the top of the nave to directly face the congregation. The choir pews fade into the background as forward-facing chairs are organised and re-organised to orientate towards the church. The altos are placed to the right, the sopranos to the left and the basses and tenors towards the back. The singers discuss how close the chairs should be to the congregation, with some petitioning to bring the chairs a touch closer. Eventually the chairs are formed in a slight semi circle so that each singer on either further end is closest to the congregation. Once settled, Ed begins the rehearsal by instructing us that we are to sit down only during the Pie Jesu and that the two soloists would be Caroline and Andrew. “Will there be congregational participation with the hymns?” a singer asks. Ed points towards the order of service as he swiftly motions us all to stand. We slowly stand, facing the empty chairs before us, dressed in all black. Without our regal robes and positioned closer to the congregation, the Requiem feels more like an intimate performance. I take a huge breath before I sing. Rachel, an alto to my right leans towards me. “They can actually hear us now” she whispers jokily referring to the congregation. Situated on the far left end of the choir, closest to the congregation, I take another long deep breath.
Fauré Requiem Rehearsal Fieldnote, Sunday 2nd April 2017

Small features demonstrated in the above fieldnote such as wearing all black to create the look of a more formal, professional choir, standing up throughout the performance and the arrangement of chairs to face the congregation are what Turino posits are visual and spatial clues that distinguish a style of singing from a participatory to a presentational. Wearing an all black outfit and directly facing the congregation made singing the Requiem on this occasion feel as though we were performing to an audience rather than giving service to a congregation. Yet the desire to be in closer proximity to the congregation and to ascertain their participation level also demonstrates the choir’s desire to unify with and serve the congregation. Singers thus saw the choir as an integral part of worship, but not separate part of the congregation. Many singers referred to their role in the choir as a way to enhance worship for the congregation, not to simply provide a performance for the congregation. For example Sarah noted that the choir singing the service Introit or the Anthems does not feel like a performance. Singers often discussed their desire to there being no distinction between themselves and the congregation, while at the same time being aware that at times the congregation felt separate to the choir. This was often referred to in the choir’s physical distance from the congregation as Sian explains:

“I sometimes wish we didn’t always sit at the front. Because then there is a danger that we’re seen as a performance. And people are listening to us, “oh the choir are singing” and it shouldn’t be about that. I almost wish we could be brave to say “oh lets just sit in the congregation and sing”. Or if we start at the back and then we kind of move forward, and I do feel a bit detached from the congregation at times. Sitting where we sit and it’s just the way the Anglican churches are built.”
Sian interview, 3/4/2018

The performatory elements being physically built into St Thomas’s church and wider Anglican worship was a theme of discussion that recurred with many singers. Father Robert and Ed also had particularly strong ideals about how ritual and an element of performance is important to St Thomas’s, and built on its traditions. Ed strongly affirmed to me that singing in a Sunday service at St Thomas’s was not a performance. He noted that the choir’s main aim was to “lead worship” and that they did not see themselves as separate from the congregation. He noted that other church choirs with which he had worked had a sense of “superiority” due to the fact that they wore special robes and sat separately in the church pews. Ed explains the approach at St Thomas’s that he felt was different from what he experienced at other choirs:

“I’ve directed church choirs that think they’re above the congregation because they get to dress up, they get to process in through the congregation. “Look at me, look at my special moment”…and they don’t have to sit with the congregation, they’re closer to god they think they are…and then I sort of rebel against them by saying you know you are just an extension of the congregation who give up an extra hour each week to learn how to sing a bit better than the congregation and they don’t like it. That doesn’t happen here. It’s not a separate thing.”
Ed interview, 30/07/2017

Despite Ed being a relatively new member of the St Thomas’s community, he identifies the choir as unique in its relationship to the congregation. Ed, an atheist, also explained that his desire to deliver quality services for the congregation was not necessarily due to spirituality. He says: “…it is my job to serve them and to enhance their worship. Which I do through expertise” (30/07/2017). Father Robert likewise discussed the importance of ritual at St Thomas’s that maintains a certain type of quality. Ritual he says, is the “locus of God’s presence” and an important part of the worship at St Thomas. Father Robert notes the importance of ordered ritualised worship at St Thomas. He explains:

“…I give an order of service and I don’t deviate from that because all that will happen is that instead of people concentrating and reflecting on the divine people will say, “what’s he done there? Has he forgotten this? Are we having this? It’s massively disorientating. And the ritual is simply there to enable people to move, but also to highlight certain key moments. So the use of incense is used to highlight moments in the service, so we don’t just whack it around for the sake of it. But we use it to say we are now coming in, we are meeting with God. So to mark that we’re giving some ceremonial.”
Father Robert interview, 10/07/2018

Ritual and ceremony form an important part of St Thomas’ “presentational” worship style. Moving the body in the right way, around the correct parts of the choir stalls and the church was as important as singing quality within the choir. In “The Anthropology of Performance”, Turner (1987) refers to ritual as performance or a type of “social drama” which is a “periodic re-statement of the terms in which men of a particular culture must interact if there is to be any kind of coherent social life”. Ritual for Turner was the “concentration of custom” that gave people meaningful roles as actors in the social drama of life. Similar to Butler’s ideas on performativity, ritual affirms people’s role in the structure of society. Singers expressed deriving meaning from the ritualistic customs at St Thomas. Below is a fieldnote that demonstrates the importance of ritual at St Thomas’s:

It is 9.50am. The choir has gathered in the vestry to change into our gowns for the forthcoming Patronal Festal Eucharist, a special service in which a visiting Vicar will deliver the Sunday sermon. This event is to celebrate the church’s much loved patron saint, St Thomas. We practiced several especially selected hymns for the service on the previous Friday night. While looking through my hymn notes, Father Robert enters the vestry to offer a customary prayer for the choir. “Amen” we all say together in unison to close the prayer and to prepare for the important service ahead. Just before Father Robert leaves the vestry, he enthusiastically declares the choir will be following a special procession and that we would be leaving our pews for the final hymn. Pointing to the service programme, Father Robert indicates the special procession was drawn as a diagram at the back. The choir excitedly flip to the back of their programmes, pointing to the diagram with excitable bewilderment and anticipation. The processional diagram is titled “Long Solemn Procession” and is placed alongside the final hymn to be sung while processing. There was animated discussion about how exactly the procession would flow and where in the pews we would leave from. This excitable chatter was interrupted by the vestry door opening to indicate it was time for the choir to enter back into the church to begin service. 
The smoky incense creates a cloud of sweet smelling smoke as we leave the vestry, with some choir members comically waving their hands to clear the smoke away. Throughout various parts of the service the incense is rocked back and forth, creating an introspective atmosphere. During the service Father Fletcher, the visiting Vicar, offers a prayer in which he mentions the space of the church as a special place of worship. He blesses the building of St Thomas’s and its intrinsic sacredness and devotion to patron saint Thomas. 
After Father Fletcher’s poignant prayer, Annabel, sitting next to me in the alto pew, points to one of the upper windows to the right side of the church. A subtle “T” is emblazoned and engraved into the stained window glass. “There’s a T there, can you see it”, she says beaming with a smile, pointing to the window enthusiastically, with a sense of pride. 
The service has a slow and thoughtful nature to it. It is divided into carefully ritualised and timed segments of biblical readings by members of the congregation, along with hymns and prayers from Father Robert and the visiting vicar. As the service comes to a close, the choir lead the congregation for the final hymn. The altos, where I am seated, begin to move out of the pews towards the altar and back down towards the congregation. Altos and sopranos naturally line up side by side for the procession. We slowly walk to the far left of the church, around the back weaving past the children’s play area, alongside the left and then back up to the front of the church. As we process we sing the final moving hymn, “By All Your Saints Still Striving”. Most of the choir know the words by heart and do not need to look at their lyric sheet as I do. This means a mostly smooth, slow and thoughtful choral procession around the church until some singers get confused with when to end the procession. Some singers leave the procession too early and process back into the vestry. Singers look at one another in mocked confusion. I follow the alto line in front of me. The congregation follow the procession from their chairs in the middle of the church towards the back, the same route as the choir. As the choir process up through the centre of the church and back towards the vestry, the organ began to quieten as we sing the last verse. We process singing unaccompanied until we reach the vestry which feels rather odd, as other singers later tell me. 
“That’s a shame”, Sue, a soprano singer beside me says quietly with a sigh. We slowly walk up through the middle of the chairs as the verse comes to an end. Heading towards the vestry she says longingly: “I so wish we could have sang more!”
St Thomas Patronal Festal Eucharist Fieldnote, Sunday 2nd July 2017

The above fieldnote demonstrates the importance of the ritual process to particular St Thomas’s special occasions such as the Patronal Festal every July. It also demonstrates how ritual at St Thomas’s does not always go as planned and the element of surprise and last minute changes in St Thomas’s performances. Father Robert affirms that ritual in the St Thomas’s context is an important part of worshippers’ sensing and interpreting meaning in what they are participating in. He says “ritual actions bring you back into that moment to remind you what it is all about” (10/02/2018). Singers often talked about particular “moments” in the service that brought them feelings of devotion and spirituality. These moments are what Turner (1969) referred to as the “liminal” period in ritual. For example Sian says:

“If you can get something where the voices really blend, there’s nothing like it. And it actually can then become quite spiritual. You suddenly start almost to have a physical reaction. I don’t know if you’ve experienced that but the heart begins to beat a little bit faster and you’re just, you just find your whole being is kind of wrapped up in that piece of music. Its extraordinary actually that it can have that kind of affect on you.”
Sian interview, 3/4/2018






This chapter has explored music making at St Thomas the Apostle Anglican Church. It has situated St Thomas within long historical debates about the nature of music in worship, demonstrating how this influences the intricacies of music making in the Church today. At the core of the chapter have been the thoughts, dialogues and musical activities of St Thomas Choir, a long running institution of the Church. By centring on the Choir, the core of music at the Church, I have demonstrated the ways in which choral music for the Choir is more than simply about spiritualty; it is also about solidarity, and about a sense of duty and service to God, and to the congregation. In particular, it has looked at the role tradition plays at St Thomas in what is self-identified as a “traditional church”.

Turning to the thesis’ central research questions, this chapter has, in relation to the first question, showcased the distinctive nature of music making at the Church, informed by its commitment to the Anglican choral tradition. It has also shown the ways in which the Choir has deviated from this by using modern choral compositions while maintaining a strong sense of music as part of the Liturgy of the Church. In relation to question two, the chapter has demonstrated the ways in which the Church’s musical events are a highlight of the religious calendar, such as the Nine Lessons and Carols Christmas Service, in which music becomes a core feature of the Church’s identity as a traditional Church maintaining a traditional music. I have shown how music at the Church is modelled along the Anglican “high church” approach to music, in which the Choir is a specialised ritual entity within the Church, leading the congregation in song and repertoires that have formed part of a series of structured, focussed rehearsals preceding the service. Question three turns towards the notions of creative networks and traditions. 






Chapter 4: The Sacred and the Secular at Ealing Christian Centre

It is 10.30pm and the mood at Ealing Christian Centre is ecstatic. On stage, the Worship Team are singing “Joy To The World”, a fast tempo pop/R&B style reproduction of the 18th century classic Isaac Watts hymn. There are fourteen singers on stage energetically clapping to the beat with both hands and stepping from left to right as they sing spiritedly into their microphones. The auditorium is packed from top to bottom. I estimate there to be approximately 700- 800 worshippers present. Most of the congregation are on their feet, mirroring the Worship Team by singing, dancing and clapping along to the music. Below the stage, groups of children and young members of the church are waving balloons and flags, singing excitedly and displaying their impressive dancing skills. On stage behind the Worship Team, the words “THE KING IS COMING” flashes in bright fluorescent lights. Further sparkling lights have been draped from the stage to the ceiling of the auditorium especially for the evening to add to the celebratory, festive atmosphere. As the song draws to an end, Pastor Sam, the church’s Musical Director, announces that we will play a game before the next set of worship songs, leading up to the New Year countdown. As the Worship Team leave the stage, Jenae, one of the hosts of the evening, enters and calls into her microphone, “Let’s give God some applause!” The congregation loudly clap and cheer in unison, slowly taking their seats. Jenae explains that we will be playing a musical guessing game in which a short clip of a song will play that the congregation must guess. She splits the auditorium into sections, with the top, bottom left and bottom right forming competing teams in the game. The first section of the auditorium to guess the song, wins. The congregation erupts into excitement as the first few seconds of sound plays over the auditorium’s speakers, as most, including myself, immediately recognise the song. It is Lauryn Hill’s popular 1998 R&B/Rap song, “Doo Wop (That Thing)”. Worshippers in each section of the auditorium stand up, dance and sing along to the song as it plays on for a minute or so. The next song is “Jammin” by Bob Marley, immediately recognisable to the congregation from the distinctive Reggae guitar stroke intro. The following songs continue the selection of popular R&B, Hip Hop and Reggae songs, each excitedly guessed by the congregation. As the game comes to a close, Pastor Sam shouts, “Praise the Lord!!”. The Worship Team enter the stage, ready to sing the next set of worship songs to take us into the New Year. 




This chapter will explore music making at Ealing Christian Centre (ECC), a predominantly African and Caribbean charismatic Pentecostal church in Northfields, West Ealing. The above fieldnote hopes to demonstrate the typically lively and interactive nature of worship at ECC, one that draws from African American style Gospel singing and Contemporary Christian Music worship styles that places importance on music, congregational participation and embodied, affective worship in accessing the divine. Importantly the fieldnote also demonstrates the use of secular music by the church, revealing a dynamic blurring of sacred/secular boundaries. ECC then, can be placed within a continuum of long running, historical debates around the appropriate use of secular music and commercial influence in Christian worship. Since the emergence of contemporary evangelical Christian music worship practices in the late twentieth century, that typically incorporate popular, secular influences, various critiques of this worship practice have been made from both within and outside the church. Academic studies have pointed to the ways that contemporary evangelical worship styles reflect modes of the capitalist culture industry that, for example, emphasise the spectacular over theology and tradition, and the self over community (Wagner 2014; Wade 2016). Contemporary evangelical “megachurches” that characteristically employ large stadium-like atmospherics, utilising a heady mixture of lighting, effects and multimedia in their services, have been variously critiqued for their seemingly neoliberal tendencies in their encouragement of Christian artists to aspire to commercial, secular music success (Lindenbaum 2012), the way in which the music reflects a prosperity, self improvement gospel (Connell 2005) and the question of inauthenticity in staged evangelical musical performances (Abraham 2018). Yet, despite critiques of contemporary Christian megachurches’ worship styles, ECC explicitly draws upon them. ECC therefore does not view the inclusion of secular music forms in their worship practices or commercial success as signs of spiritual decline. On the contrary, ECC believe that displaying their musical “gifts” by utilising secular music and gaining success in the commercial world is, in fact, a sign of God’s power working positively in their lives, rather than a sign of inauthenticity or negative secular influence. Thus, this chapter will explore the various ways in which ECC reflects Pentecostalism’s tradition of being responsive to the times, and how in doing so, a blurring of sacred and secular boundaries occurs. 








4.2 Ealing Christian Centre, Northfields


View of ECC’s exterior, Photo Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Odeon_cinema,_now_Ealing_Christian_Centre.jpg (​https:​/​​/​commons.wikimedia.org​/​wiki​/​File:Odeon_cinema,_now_Ealing_Christian_Centre.jpg​)























ECC’s main auditorium showing Spanish style balconies, September 2016
Photo taken by author

The Avenue, known locally as ‘The Spanish City’, was part of an increase in suburban cinema building to cater for the rapidly expanding outer areas of London. Dwyer et al. (2015) describe the building as employing “fantasy architecture in the service of commercial culture” (p.212), designed to foster a sense of separation from the mundane world outside. The scale and opulence of the building’s interior does feel somewhat juxtaposed with the quiet suburban streets around it, with the original cinema’s seating capacity for 1,086 in the stalls with a further 450 in the circle. 


View of ECC worship stage from the upper tier, September 2016
Photo taken by author

The cinema ambitiously hosted spectacular ‘cine-variety’ style shows throughout the 1930s with a big band, a circus and even a live elephant (Dwyer et al. 2015). Audiences declined by the 1970s and the cinema, subsequently called The Coronet, showed its last film, somewhat ironically Arnold Schwarzenegger’s ‘The Terminator’, in 1984 (Dwyer et al. 2015). The cinema became the Top Hat club for a few years before being purchased by ECC in 1994, opening officially as Ealing Christian Centre in 1996. ECC has worked closely with Historic England in restoring and maintaining some of the cinema’s original features such as the 1930s style ticket box office in the foyer, thus establishing a good, working relationship with an important government institution. Some intriguing adaptations have also been made by ECC to convert original features of the building into a usable worship space. One such adaption is the large cavity on the purpose built stage that previously accommodated the Crompton Organ, brought up to the stage via a hydraulic lift during cine-shows, now converted to a large baptismal pool.  


View of ECC’s lower tier
Photo taken by author, September 2016

ECC is part of Elim Pentecostal Church, founded in 1915 by George Jeffreys, a young Christian from South Wales. Jeffreys formed the Elim Evangelistic Band along with six others in Monaghan, Ireland. Minutes from the first meeting of the Elim Band noted that they intended to reach “Ireland with the Full Gospel on Pentecostal lines” (Frestadius 2016:59). The Band immediately began to preach and set up popular churches in Ireland and Wales, eventually spreading to England and then London. Jeffreys’ public charismatic ministry, particularly his lively gospel preaching and mass healing ceremonies, provided the core dynamics for the early growth of the movement (Clark 2016). The public healing ceremonies, in which individuals were miraculously healed of illnesses and of whom many were subsequently converted, would distinguish Elim from other Christian churches at the time as Jeffreys “believed that God’s promises in the Bible about the Holy Spirit and healing were for Christians today…miracles didn’t stop after the Bible was written” (elim.org.uk [accessed 4/09/2018]). The movement took its name from the scripture of Exodus 15:27 which describes Elim as an oasis that the people of Israel discovered as they wandered through the desert, providing shade and refreshment. In early nineteenth century Britain, Elim was a prominent part of the growing Pentecostal and revivalist movements that led to an explosion in the number of people becoming “reborn” as evangelical Christians. Elim today, comprising over 550 churches in the UK, similarly seeks to be a “spiritual resource” in the “desert of the world” for communities worldwide (elim.org.uk). 

The Pentecostal movement​[3]​ is the fastest growing denomination of Christianity today and is the largest force in Christendom after the Roman Catholic Church, comprising a quarter of all Christians (Anderson 2004). Pentecostalism’s rapid expansion has been largely attributed to the shift of Christianity from the Global North to the Global South (McLean 2007), significantly expanding into parts of Africa and Asia. Pentecostal churches have grown in places in which migrants from the Global South have settled, particularly in the metropolitan cities of Western Europe, Australia and North America.  This phenomenon has been described as a “reverse mission” or “reverse proselytization” (Hunt & Lightly 2001:121) in which some Pentecostal Christians from the Global South view Europe as the new ‘Dark Continent’, a place in which secular, commercially driven societies have been stripped of all religious sentiment (Krause 2011). Aechtner (2012:185) describes this phenomenon in his study of African migrant Christians in Canada in which a Pentecostal Christian from Nigeria told him, “…you see, they [Westerners] brought the Gospel to us, we embraced it, and now we want to bring that seed back to its roots” (p.185). I encountered similar sentiments at ECC where part of the church’s mission was preaching to what they viewed as a secular, middle class neighbourhood and city. One worshipper described Ealing as having a “canopy of secularity” overshadowing it and perceived ECC’s presence as a spiritual necessity in an area they perceived as deplete of religious sentiment. 

ECC’s motto is “One family, many nations proclaiming one gospel through many disciples” (ecc.org.uk). ECC prides itself on being a multicultural and international church, with the building’s foyer displaying over 100 flags representing the different countries of its worshippers. For most of its existence, the Elim Pentecostal movement was a predominantly White British church (Frestadius 2016). Since the early 1990s, Elim’s numbers have increased largely due to migration to the UK from regions of Africa, Asia and the Caribbean, with some of its churches, including ECC, typifying what is commonly referred to as a ‘Black Majority’ church. Much scholarly work has been undertaken on Black Majority churches in inner cities, with the term defined as a place of worship that comprises at least 80% black worshippers (Rowan 2016). Other features that are commonly described of Black Majority churches are charismatic worship styles that feature speaking in tongues, and their typically being situated in the inner cities in disused, repurposed industrial buildings. ECC today, at first glance, could be described as a ‘Black Majority’ church, with a large proportion of its worshippers being of African and Caribbean descent. Yet, despite being statistically similar to a Black Majority church, ECC is markedly different in a number of ways. Along with its distinctive suburban location, ECC also caters to a Japanese and a Polish church, with an overall mixture of worshippers from Eastern Europe, Asia and the UK. ECC prominently celebrates its diversity with cultural events such as its annual “Caribbean”, “African”, “European” and “Asian Evenings”, intended to recognise and celebrate the different areas of the world its worshippers are from. In a discussion with Pastor Sam, ECC’s Music Director, about the cultural diversity of the church, he said that ECC is:

“one of the truly ethnic diverse churches because…there are a lot of African churches that are mainly Nigerian or mainly Ghanaian…I’d say there are more churches like that now...in the UK as opposed to us, whereby there’d still be a natural [ethnic] divide. At ECC it’s very eclectic.”
Pastor Sam interview, 16/04/2018

ECC promotes an internationalist outlook, with regular missions to Japan, the Philippines and Nigeria an important part of its outreach ethos. Perhaps Garbin’s (2013) term “diaspora Christianity” better describes ECC, rather than Black Majority. Garbin uses the term to describe the churches he studied in London with a high proportion of African or Caribbean migrants. This type of Christianity, he notes is connected to a “globalised and ambitious vision of Christendom” (p.678) in which Christian speakers from various parts of the world regularly visit, creating the sense of a “world mission”. This reflects one of the core beliefs of Pentecostalism in which the “world is their parish” (Martin 2002) rather than a specific surrounding locale. 

Evangelism, therefore is an important part of ECC’s identity. As part of their “2020 Vision”, the church intends to expand to a congregation of over 2000 members and is actively fundraising to extend the ECC building to provide more spaces of worship. A typical ECC Sunday Celebration service will number between 450-600 worshippers. The New Year’s Eve Celebration service, an annual highlight of ECC’s religious calendar, typically attracts around 800-900 worshippers. ECC’s worshippers live both within Ealing but also commute to the church from wider West London outer boroughs. I met worshippers that lived in Ickenham, Hayes and Acton and several who travelled from South and East London to attend the church due to feeling ECC best catered to their spiritual needs. ECC therefore can be said to represent a new kind of suburban Pentecostal church that serves the needs of a geographically dispersed congregation, rather than a local parish, that through its busy programme of church events, attempts to reconfigure the suburb “as a place of community rather than social alienation” (Lindenbaum 2012:72). 





4.3 Musical Developments in the Pentecostal Tradition 
On 9 April 1906 at a home prayer meting in downtown Los Angeles, Edward S. Lee began to speak in tongues for the first time. At the next meeting six others would also begin to speak in tongues. The meetings, led by black minister William. J. Seymour, the son of freed slaves, quickly gained fame and began to attract widespread attention. The attention would mean that Seymour moved the prayer group to an abandoned building at 312 Azusa Street where he began a spiritual revival (Anderson 2006). The Azusa Street church is widely believed to have helped turn what was at the time a small Protestant sect into the international, missionary led Pentecostal movement we know today (Anderson 2006). The Azusa Street Revivals, as it became known, was to become a defining point in a new Pentecostalism and particularly in the formation of African American styles of charismatic worship. The Azusa Street church became known for its enigmatic clapping, singing, wailing, falling into trances and speaking in tongues. Asuza’s focus on speaking in tongues as a particular “gift of the Spirit”, eventually led to worshippers being encouraged to “sing in tongues” (Booker 1988:39), forming a radical new black worship space in which there were “no robed choirs, no hymnals, no order of services, only a great deal of religious enthusiasm” (Booker 1988:34). This freed up musical expression and allowed congregants to worship in an unstructured and spontaneous manner, believed to be inspired and directed by the Holy Spirit. This freedom of expression catered to America’s northern urban working class where the most “illiterate could take an active part in the worship service; none would feel intimidated” (Booker 1988:39). Visiting Christian ministers, moved by the Azusa Street Revivals, included African American Baptist minister Charles Mason who had founded the Church of God in Christ in 1895 in Memphis, Tennessee. After attending the Azusa Street Revivals, Mason declared his church Pentecostal, thus freeing it from religious restraints on worship and thus specifically allowing its worshippers to use congregational music, such as “spirituals, chants, hollers and shouts”, however they chose (Booker 1988:38). The style of worship at the Azusa Street church inspired other African American churches to adopt the call and response and free expression worship style of the Azusa Street Revival. 

Booker (1988) links the charismatic call and response style of worship that developed at Asuza between the congregation and the preacher to the singing tradition of the slave plantations, including the improvisation and percussion caused by the hand clapping and stomping of feet. He argues that Pentecostal music, “freed black worshippers to draw on the African traditions that the plantation “invisible church” had kept alive” (Booker 1988:39). This new type of worship rapidly spread across America and became synonymous with the migration of rural African Americans to the cities, inspired by the opportunity to worship in newly formed black churches (Johnson 2011). By the 1920s African American churches had developed a distinctive style of worship that retained many African rituals, such as possession and drumming (Reed 2012). 
The Asuza Street movement showed early signs of the long running debate over the use of secular music in worship, such as the use of instrumentation. The early Azusa Street church rejected the use of instruments, and believed that trained choirs and hymnals were unnecessary, reflecting a Protestantism that rebelled against the idea that worshipping God be “merely ritualised” (Abraham 2018:21) and sought a more emotionally expressive way of worship. Booker (1988) quotes William J, Seymour, founder of the Azusa Street movement, as having said: 

Many times we do not need these song books of earth…the Lord simply touches us by his mighty Spirit and we have no need of organs or pianos, for the Lord plays the piano in all our hearts
(quoted in Booker 1988:38)

Pentecostalism’s focus on congregational free expression and singing, with little use of instrumentation, continued into the mid twentieth century. By the 1920s other African American Pentecostal churches had developed congregational songs in a call and response manner (Johnson 2011) that would become characteristic of African American charismatic worship. Despite the focus on the voice and singing, by the late 1920s, tambourines were introduced in African American churches and by 1935 drums and the saxophone were added. Johnson (2011) posits that the African American church, after Asuza Street “thrived on communal singing and full participation in unrestrained worship and praise” (p.125)





4.3.1 Contemporary Developments 
The rise of African American Gospel music in the 1960s occurred alongside two other important developments in modern Pentecostal Christian music: the Jesus Movement and the subsequent and connected emergence of the Contemporary Christian Music genre. The Jesus Movement, forming on the West Coast of the United States, emerged at a time in which churches were losing young people to the 1960s counterculture (Howard 1992). The movement was youth orientated, initiated in part by young people that had been part of the 1960s hippie movement (ibid.1992). Explaining how the movement arose from the counterculture, Radwan (2006) says: “the religious energy of the 1960s countercultural youth movement was not expressed only as the stereotypical Eastern mysticism or Zen mediation; for many it was a period of Christian revival” (p.3). Influenced by the music of the counterculture, young Christians began to adopt styles of music influenced by the popular, secular music genres of the time, such as Rock and Roll and folk music (Howard 1992). “Jesus Music”, as the movement’s music came to be known, emulated aspects of popular music by for example, singing hymns over Rock and Roll scores (ibid.1992). By separating the secular lyrics of Rock and Roll music and adopting only the musical style the Jesus Movement is credited with creating the first Christian Rock music (Nekola 2013). The Jesus Movement is also credited with turning the tide in contemporary Pentecostal worship by introducing this new form of Christian music into church worship services (ibid. 2013). The movement contended that though the music they were creating sounded secular, their message was in fact God centred, thereby making it an acceptable form of sacred music (Vega 2012). Early Christian musicians in the Jesus Movement however found little commercial success, with much of the music being distributed through Christian bookstores and local Christian radio stations (Gormly 2003). However, the Jesus Movement set the foundations for a blossoming industry of secular influenced Christian music.  

The Contemporary Christian Music (commonly referred to as CCM) genre, evolving from the Jesus Movement, paired the Pentecostal Gospel message with popular forms of Rock and Pop music (Howard 1992). American Pentecostal churches began to formally adopt CCM into their worship services, with the explicit aim to utilise secular music to reach non-Christians (Vega 2012). The 1970s saw an expansion of CCM into the commercial world in which CCM music labels were established and Christian artists became commercially successful and famous in the secular world, thought to have “crossover” appeal (Radwan 2006). CCM then evolved into a burgeoning Christian commercial music industry that by the 1980s had emulated the organisation and structures of the secular music industry (ibid. 2006). Lindenbaum (2012) posits that the CCM industry depends on a permeable and dynamic boundary between the sacred and secular, evident in the ways that CCM adopts the “organizational structure and business practices of the secular music industry, while branding CCM as distinct from similar sounding non-Christian music” (p.75). CCM therefore does not differ stylistically from other genres of popular music, with its commercial label as “Christian” music an essential part of its marketing (ibid.2012). Howard (1992) notes that themes within CCM pointed out the spiritual misgivings of modern society, such as a fall in Christian values, while at the same time imitating its popular music. This, he asserts, means that CCM can be termed a “Christian subculture” in which:

“members of this subculture reject, to some degree, the values, morality and worldview of larger society. Through the creation of their own institutions…members of the Christian subculture are challenging the dominant ideology of modern society” (p.124). 





4.3.2 “Performance of the Mega”: Worship Practices of the Contemporary Pentecostal Megachurch
The rise of Contemporary Christian Music has occurred alongside another recent phenomenon in contemporary Pentecostal Christianity: the Pentecostal megachurch. Wade (2016) identifies a megachurch as encompassing two distinct features; weekly attendance numbering 2000 or more worshippers and a willingness to use popular culture in their worship services. Another distinct feature of megachurches are the stripped back nature of the buildings in which they characteristically inhabit, typically housed in repurposed buildings such as sports stadiums or large auditoriums (Klaver 2015). The churches often have little or no religious iconography in structures that “do not look or feel like a ‘church’” (Johnson 2011:115). Klaver (2015) asserts that megachurches deconstruct the makings and meanings of a traditional Christian church through their minimalist architecture and “pop liturgy” (p.144) in which it is not “doctrine that binds people together, but rather shared aesthetic forms that have the capacity to evoke religious experiences and the tangible felt presence of God” (p.146). 

Megachurches are “seeker friendly” with an explicitly evangelical message to seek out and convert new souls (Connell 2005). Thus, megachurches display a conspicuous orientation towards church growth and expansion, often led by charismatic, entrepreneurial pastors that are dubbed “pastorpreneurs” (Klaver 2015). Maddox (2013) contends that to ensure growth and to become attractive to non-Christians, megachurches abandon some of the more definable Pentecostal characteristics such as speaking in tongues, to a “reliance on appearing entirely conventional” (p.109). 

Goh (2008) asserts that megachurches have developed a particular mode of charismatic worship that reflects the often vast spaces in which they inhabit, terming this the “performance of the mega”. He notes that the “invisible and supernatural power of the invisible God, which cannot be embodied in any obvious and concrete way in the architecture or iconography of the church, can only be indirectly alluded to in the liturgy” (p.294). Goh posits that megachurches then make worship music the central focus of a service. Services at a megachurch utilise a variety of digital multimedia including the use of sound, lighting and visual effects to create a feeling of the transcendent and the spectacular. Smith-Pollard (2013) describe a typical service at a megachurch as opening with thirty minutes of charismatic and lively congregational music that is Rock, Pop and R&B influenced. The music is provided by a dedicated “Worship Team” made up of professional musicians that are also members of the church. The opening half hour of music is led by a “Worship Leader” who encourages dancing, singing and whole congregation participation. Song lyrics are often projected onto a large projection screen, displacing the traditional use of hymnals or songbooks. Smith-Pollard (2013) further contend that the worship style of a megachurch departs from traditional multiverse hymns, to songs that are “shorter and more focused on single themes or images” (p.38) allowing for congregations to learn lines quickly. Jennings (2008) contrasts the early beginnings of Pentecostal music as chaotic and with minimal organisation, to the slick, media savvy productions of modern Pentecostal megachurches services today. 





4.3.3 Sacred/Secular in Contemporary Christian Music  
CCM, born from earlier Pentecostal movements discussed above, has come to be the predominant expression of Pentecostal worship music worldwide (Vega 2012), spearheaded by contemporary megachurches like Hillsong. However, CCM’s rise, as well as that of the Pentecostal megachurch, has not been met without criticisms that have centred on historical debates about the role of secular influences in Christian worship. At the turn of the century, these debates coalesced into what was termed the “worship wars”. This occurred in primarily North American evangelical Christian circles in which traditional and contemporary music were evaluated against one another (Ingalls 2017). Debates centred on instrumentation in which “guitars and drums were pitted against the organ, projection screens against hymnals, and worship bands against choirs” (ibid.6). These debates were also found within the African American church in which in-house Gospel music labels were formed in an attempt to de-secularise Gospel music, considered to have become too influenced by popular culture (Weekes 2005). 

Despite these contestations, Vega (2012) contends that use of contemporary cultural forms to reach non-Christians has a long history in revival movements. Gormly (2003), for example, describes how George Whitefield, a revivalist of the mid-eighteenth century, merged theatre and church in his preaching and how evangelicals began using mass media to spread the Gospel message from the early nineteenth century. In an interview with Pastor Richard, he discussed the historical precedent of secular music in Pentecostalism, explaining ECC’s approach to adopting popular music styles in its music. He said:

“…this is an argument [of secular music use in church] that has gone back for generations. If you go back 300 to 400 years, in the church people only ever sang the Psalms, and the when we had the Great Awakening in the eighteenth century; Charles and John Wesley and George Whitefield, where tens of thousands of people were coming to Christ. From all walks of society, from coal miners up to anybody. There was a great outpouring of new music and Charles Wesley is particularly known for his hymns…he used music, which was popular music, the pop music of the day…People thought it was outrageous; “How can you use them?” and yet today people happily sing them as hymns…maybe not realising the origins…I think that’s to do with generations and tastes in music. So different kinds of music will inspire different kinds of people, some people like the quiet, meditative kind…others prefer the more free kind of music, but I think it is really to do with different generations, different tastes.”
Pastor Richard interview, 25/07/2016

Vega (2012) posits that Pentecostal movements have a history of “perceiving themselves as using the forms, but not the substance, of popular culture” (p.367). Thus, early Pentecostal church leaders found that worshippers responded to the more straightforward lyrics of secular influenced worship music than the texts of the traditional church (Johnson 2011). As part of this recognition of the value in using secular styles in worship, Nekola (2013) describes how contemporary Pentecostal churches underwent a “worship awakening” at the turn of the twentieth century marked by several on-going shifts; worship that centred on predominantly Pop and Rock infused CCM music, a shift from traditional sermons to the use of multimedia communications in worship services, and from “attendance to experience, and from belief to lifestyle” (p.121). 

Hence, the use of secular styles in Christian worship music blurred boundaries between the sacred and the secular, creating a scene in which overlaps occurred. Johnson (2011), for example, discusses the relationship between African American Gospel music and the secular music industry, in which African American church singers would often act as backing singers for commercial African American artists. Jennings (2014) contends that Rock and Roll could in fact be thought of as having appropriated the African American’s church’s ecstatic states of being in their performance styles. 

Owing to these overlaps, Ingalls (2017) asserts that contemporary Christian worship music is simultaneously popular music and sacred music at the same time, continually borrowing and coinciding with the secular world. Radwan (2006) notes that the role of popular music in Christian revival movements is a “periodically recurrent attempt to reinvigorate the Church by expressing traditional ideas in contemporary styles” (p.17-18). He suggests that contemporary Pentecostal churches intend for individuals to find relevance to their own experiences in church services, when they are expressed in a form and style familiar to them. 




4.3.4 ECC Worship Today
ECC’s worship music today has been shaped and influenced by the various historical and contemporary movements discussed above. Asuza Street church’s early influential worship practices that emphasised freedom of expression and freedom from ritualised worship is demonstrated in ECC’s focus on expressive, spontaneous forms of worship. African American Gospel music is adopted by ECC, not only in the singing of Gospel songs, but also in looking to the African American church for their characteristically energetic performance styles. A number of the singers in the ECC Worship Team were also members of the London Community Gospel Choir, demonstrating that ECC has connections to locally made, homegrown Gospel music. ECC also mirrors Gospel music’s history of transforming eighteenth century hymns into modern R&B style rhythms. 

ECC likewise displays characteristics of a contemporary megachurch, having more in common with Hillsong than just its suburban location. Like Hillsong, ECC’s worship practices are centred on a “Worship Team”, a formalised structure within the church comprising a number of professional musicians. Pastor Sam Blake is ECC’s “Music and Worship Director”, a full-time salaried member of ECC staff, and regularly leads Sunday worship. He is a professionally trained vocalist and keyboardist, having studied music and composition at university. Jonathan is ECC’s “Assistant Music Director” and manages ECC’s in-house music studio in which he produces Christian music in the styles of popular music. 

The influence of Hillsong can also be felt at ECC in the church’s structured worship format that relies on multimedia effects to create a lively atmosphere to worship. At one ECC rehearsal, the sound engineer called out from the sound booth, “I was at Hillsong this morning and you sound much better than them!!”, demonstrating the shared worship practices between Hillsong and ECC. Abraham (2018) notes that Hillsong “engages with and even seeks to exceed the secular culture industry for “excellence” in pop culture production” (p.3) mirroring ECC’s ideals of “excellence” that will be discussed in the following section. Similar to Hillsong’s commercial music label, Hillsong Music, Elim has its own international commercial music label, Elim Sound, based in Walvern, England. Elim celebrated its centenary in 2015, marking this with the Elim 100 album that topped the Christian iTunes music charts. Krause (2011) posits that Pentecostals believe that the Holy Spirit enables Christians to perceive themselves “as not being limited by the local culture of her place and having the competence to move freely between different cultural and linguistic contexts” (p.420-421). This can be seen in ECC’s internationalist approach to music in which musicians and artists from the church organise music centred mission trips abroad as part of their evangelising strategy. 





4.4 “Gifts and Talents”: Approaches to Music and Spirituality at ECC
Music is valued and central to ECC’s worship theology as it is viewed as facilitating a direct connection with the Holy Spirit. ECC’s leadership view music as an important method to connect the congregation to God. Pastor Sam stated that “music is one of the easiest routes that God can use to speak to us” (16/04/2018). Pastor Richard called music a “spiritual medium” that worshippers could utilise to connect intimately and emotionally with God. He said:

“We can’t see God, we can’t touch him, we can’t relate to him in that way. But one of our expressions of worship and love to God is through music and the words of the music.” 
Pastor Richard interview, 25/07/2016

Music at ECC was often articulated through the particular concept of “Gifts and Talents”, a term I frequently came across in discussions about music. When asking singers and musicians why they played music at ECC, they often replied that their musical ability was a “gift” from God and that the presence of “Gifts and Talents” in individuals was to be applauded and cherished. The notion of “Gifts and Talents” is connected to the Pentecostal idea of the “gifts of the Holy Spirit” which is described in the New Testament as “charisma”, (Klaver 2015), where the term “charismatic” Christianity originates. As discussed in the previous section, in early twentieth century Pentecostalism, influenced by the Azusa Street Church, the gift of speaking in tongues eventually led to singing in tongues (Booker 1988), making singing an embodied and ecstatic expression. The musical component of a Pentecostal service, often referred to as “Praise and Worship”, became the moment in which worshippers were invited to express themselves to “exercise gifts of the Spirit” (Anderson 2004:9), to sing, dance, wail and clap in whichever expressive manner they chose. Modern day Pentecostal churches view gifts of the Spirit through mostly musical terms, focussing less on speaking in tongues, and consider music as a central tool to inviting the Holy Spirit to appear. This means that music is viewed as more than just a creative ability, but also a spiritually imbued “gift”. Thus, the idea of musicality as a divinely inspired “gift of the Spirit”, will be discussed in this section, as it impacted on the way music was conceived at ECC in a number of ways. I will then discuss how the idea of gift supports ECC’s flexible approach to the appropriation of secular music in worship services. 

One way that music was viewed was as a divine medium purposely created by God to facilitate human-divine contact and communication. Singers and musicians at ECC talked about this gift as being something that was innate in humans and that they were simply acting upon something that God had always intended and designed for humans to do. About this Pastor Richard says:

“From a Biblical point of view, we are designed to worship God. We are created to worship God. It tells us in the Book of Revelation, that it is part of the reason he designed us.”
Pastor Richard interview, 25/07/2016

Akin, an Elder at ECC, similarly described a musical gift as something that was innate within human biology, something that could not be denied and that was direct evidence of God’s divine work on humans. This view also meant that singers and musicians viewed their musical gift as something that everyone could possess, as they saw being creative as a natural and innate expression of being spiritual beings designed by God. This idea also meant that musical gift was potentially dormant in every individual, a gifting that simply needed to be drawn out and nurtured. Singers and musicians, therefore, connected music with a divine purpose. They frequently expressed the notion that God was intimately and personally involved in what they were doing, as it was something that God had himself created. Pastor Richard said:

“…we can sense the presence of God when we are singing in worship…so…they are obviously singing themselves, they’ve got their own natural talents and abilities, but there is something more to it than that. There is just that sense that God is in what we’re doing.”
Pastor Richard interview, 25/07/2016

Singers and musicians reported feeling closer to God when engaging in music, and noted that it bought them closer to the church. Rebecca, a young keyboardist and Youth Worship Leader, said music helped her strengthen her faith in God and felt it was the main reason she regularly attended church. She viewed her keyboard playing as something that God had directly been encouraging her to nurture. Cluny, a singer and Worship Leader also viewed singing in this way. She said:

“When I sing for the Lord, I really feel like that was what I was meant to be doing. There’s nothing else that makes me feel I have a sense of purpose, like this is what I was created to do.”
Cluny interview, 8/10/2018

The sense that God is directly involved in their music making meant that singers and musicians often expressed music in transcendental terms, as something that bridged the divide between the human and divine realms. About this, Pastor Richard said that worshippers and singers:

“…can feel someone helping me do this. It is not just my natural ability, but there something more it than that. So you find the majority of people in the church would say something similar; that they can be conscious of the presence of God when we are worshipping.”
Pastor Richard interview, 25/07/2016
Singers and musicians I spoke with similarly expressed the idea that music was a gift they had been given to express their love for God. They saw their “gift” as something that needed to be acted upon, feeling that they had been “blessed” to have been given it by God. Sharon, a long time singer in the ECC Worship Team, for example, told me that singing was a part of “giving back to God” what God had given to her. These “Gifts and Talents”, perceived as being divinely inspired, meant that singers and musicians felt they had a spiritual duty to share their ability with others. Thus singers and musicians viewed their divinely inspired gift with great responsibility. Sharon explained how she viewed her singing as “gifting” in the ECC Worship Team:

“…he wants you to sing to him…it’s a big responsibility. You’re not just going out there to open your mouth and make noise, you’re supposed to be bringing the congregation with you to a place where they can communicate with the Lord.”
Sharon interview, 9/3/2016

This responsibility was also often articulated as a “calling”. Pastor Sam explained that every human being had a calling from God that often became apparent in something that an individual would excel at. Once called by God, the individual has a responsibly to act upon it. A calling did not always have to manifest as a musical gift, but could manifest in other areas of life, such as a particular talent for poetry or preaching. ECC’s worship services reflect this ideal, as the congregation are encouraged to display their talents in church events and shows. In relation to this, Jonathan, ECC’s Assistant Music Director said:

“Everyone has a God given gift. Whether you choose to use it for God is your decision because again you have the choice to do whatever you want with what you have, and you have the will and the right to…I guess I choose to use it this way because God has given me that.”
Jonathan interview, 13/06/2016





4.4.1 Gifting and Secular Music at ECC
The idea of musical ability as a divinely inspired gift supported ECC’s liberal approach to the incorporation of secular musical genres into worship music. As musical expression was viewed as a divinely inspired gift, it was not viewed as inherently wrong or un-Godly. Jessica for example said:

“God is all. Any gifts that we have is from him so how can I dismiss a rap gift because it’s not the standard church gifting…how can I dismiss spoken word? How can I dismiss you, whatever artistry it is?”
Jessica interview, 12/06/2016

Various singers and musicians echoed Jessica’s above thoughts and, as described above, viewed music as innately divine that had become corrupted by the earthly domain. For example, in a discussion with Sharon after an ECC Sunday service, she said that contemporary secular music was a “perversion of music” and that the “beats and dancing” in clubs was a misrepresentation of “real” music. She said that “music belongs up there”, but that it has been brought down “here” by Satan, used by him for ill. Secular music on the whole, therefore, was also viewed as a gift that was innately divine, but that was led astray by worldly, un-Godly forces. Jessica for example said that secular music talent was evidence of “different gifting, but the same spirit” (12/06/2016). It was thought that the sacred could be located in secular music, and that like a gift, it simply needed to be drawn out and nurtured in the right, Godly contexts. Several singers and musicians discussed pulling music from the secular domain back into the sacred. For example, Pastor Sam said:

“…if we believe that God has redeemed us…[those] who were secular and made us sacred, from sinful to being saintly, I don’t see any reason why if that’s in his nature, his character, why he wouldn’t do that with music.”
Pastor Sam interview, 16/04/2018

Secular music therefore, instead of being viewed as un-Godly, was viewed as something that could be redeemed, made “clean” and that therefore could be made applicable to the church. To illustrate this, below is a fieldnote that recounts a section of ECC’s 2016 New Year’s Eve service in which Pastor Sam introduced a “musical wheel” of genres. This serves to illustrate the ways in which ECC creatively appropriates secular music into their services, making them “clean”:

Pastor Sam is leading the Worship Team through to the end of a song. As the sound begins to fade, Pastor Sam excitedly shouts into his microphone:
“This year, we are going to experiment with new musical genres!”
On the projector screen appears a wheel divided into five segments representing five musical genres: Jazz, Reggae, R&B, Rock and Pop. The congregation let out loud cheers of approval as Pastor Sam explains that in the coming year, ECC will be using a “musical wheel” in its services to experiment with new music styles. Moving closer to the front of the stage, Pastor Sam excitedly exclaims, “Let’s see what music we can play!” as he pretends to turn the wheel on the projector screen. The wheel’s arrow turns and points to “Reggae”. The auditorium explodes with cheers and stomping of feet as the Worship Team begin to play a worship song in a Reggae style. Pastor Sam turns the wheel again. It lands on “R&B”. The Worship Team quickly switch styles to an R&B type beat with the drummer hitting heavy on his pads. The congregation dance and cheer as Pastor Sam and the Worship Team work their way through the wheel’s different genres of music. 
Ealing Christian Centre New Year’s Eve Celebration Service Fieldnote, 31st December 2016
The above fieldnote, as well as the opening fieldnote to this chapter are just two examples of ECC’s creative and playful use of secular music in services. The creative appropriation of secular music is, in some ways, a defining part of ECC’s musical identity, one which singers and musicians articulated and perceived of in different ways. For example, Jonathan’s approach to ECC using secular music was centred on the intention of the music, saying that secular music itself was not the problem, but the way in which it is used, that it can be used to “bless someone, or they can use it to degrade or demoralise someone” (13/06/2016). Similarly Pastor Sam said that the use of secular music and instruments was about the “heart”, rather than their perceived worldly connotations. He said:

“You could have a guitar that is played in the club and then on a Sunday it can be played in church. It’s not the guitar, it would be the person that is playing it.”
Pastor Sam interview, 16/04/2018

ECC’s openness to secular musical genres starkly contrasted the view that was generally held of other religious music. For example, in a discussion with an ECC Pastor about my research into music at a Hindu Temple, the Pastor commented that Hindu music was “demonic” and that I could be demonically possessed by visiting a Temple. This approach did not extend as starkly to secular music genres, that ECC felt often only needed the lyrics changed in order to be acceptable in the church. Though it was also articulated, at various times, that certain secular music was also demonic. To understand these various concepts, about what music was and was not acceptable, Pastor Richard outlined ECC’s view of music as falling into three broad categories: “clean”, “unclean” and “holy”. Clean music was “ordinary music that people enjoyed singing”. Unclean music was “music…used to encourage people to believe in, sing about or worship, even that which is ungodly” and which was “demonically inspired”. “Holy” music Pastor Richard explained came from the meaning of holy itself. He said:

“…holy literally means to be separate. God is holy because he is separate from sin, and he says “because I am holy, you be holy”. Now we cannot be perfect, but we can be separated from the ungodly things that we are aware of. And so when our music is directed towards God, the purpose of it is to bring him glory. Then that’s holy, it makes it holy.”
Pastor Richard interview, 25/07/2016

Outside religious music was viewed as impossible to redeem as it glorified other Gods and therefore was un-Godly, even demonic. Outside religious music, then, fell under the “unclean” territory that Pastor Richard described. Secular music was therefore viewed in a better light than outside religious music, as it had the ability to be made “clean”. Jessica for example said that there were no issues in using secular music so long as:

“…the content is in line with the Bible, if the content is leading to Jesus. If the content is uncompromising and leading to God, then I don’t see what the issue is with that.”
Jessica interview, 12/06/2016

Singers and musicians frequently observed that lyrics would need to be changed in order for secular music to become appropriate to be used in church. However, sometimes, whole and un-adapted secular songs were used in church. For example, for one Sunday service, Stormzy’s “Blinded By Your Grace” (2016) was sung by ECC’s Youth Worship Team. Stormzy is a young grime/hip hop artist from London who professes to have a Christian faith, while also rapping about perceived worldly ideals. About the particular inclusion of this grime/hip hop song into a Sunday service, Pastor Sam said:

“…with the Stormzy song…you go through those lyrics, there’s nothing wrong with them, in fact they’re amazing. Does that mean we are encouraging all of our people to go and listen to Stormzy? No, we’re not. Because if you listen to the other stuff and even if you look at the lifestyle that he [Stormzy] leads, they may see a contradiction. But at the same time…there’s a real connection there with that song, and I actually told our young people, if you don’t do it then the Worship Team is doing it soon!”
Pastor Sam interview, 16/04/2018





4.4.2 “Excellence” and Evangelism at ECC
At ECC, music was viewed as an effective way to evangelise and to connect, in particular, with young people. Like many contemporary Pentecostal churches, ECC viewed making the church relevant to people a top priority in its outreach ethos. One of the ways this was achieved was to use secular music and creative modes of expression that could be adapted to the church. For example, Pastor Sam said:

“We’re meant to try to reach out to every group…if there’s a group of people that are listening to poetry and we’re not reaching them, we need to write Christian poetry to engage with what grabs their attention and invite them.”
Pastor Sam interview, 16/04/2018

This meant an engagement and relationship with the secular world, one in which the church responds to and adapts to the creative expressions and styles that are of the times. As Pastor Sam noted above, talking about Stormzy’s song “Blinded By Your Grace”, ECC singers and musicians often talked about secular music with admiration and respect, despite acknowledging some of their un-Godly references. Singers and musicians talked about the skilled artistry that had developed in the secular music world not only as a “gift”, but also as inspiration for their own musicality. Various singers and musicians noted that if they were to use music to evangelise, they must match the artistry, skill and professionalism of the secular music world. This was often articulated as “excellence”, and compared to themes found in the Bible. George, a keyboardist and singer in the Worship Team and one third of ECC-based Kingdom Collective, for example, observed that matching secular and professional standards in music was simply mirroring Christ’s example in being excellent in everything he did. He said:

“…if you look at Jesus…what he stood for was excellence…so we look to Christ to guide us musically and to give us the ideas…we look to secular music and we reference. We listen to what’s out there at the moment and what’s really popular. What’s really exciting people at the moment, whether it’s negative or not. That’s what we look at and what we try and do is to create something, not similar but we try…for example, there are different things you can reference in music.”
George interview, 24/05/2016

This meant taking one’s gifting seriously as a skill and art form. Accordingly, ECC encouraged worshippers to take music lessons from an early age and several of the ECC Worship Team had professional music qualifications. ECC viewed its music as needing to reflect the glory of God, which could only be done if the musical standard was taken seriously. For example, Cluny says that at ECC;

“…there’s a culture of excellence. There’s a culture of, if you’re doing something, you’re doing it well. Especially as we are doing it for the Lord. It’s not because we are in a church that we can’t be professional. And the Bible says as well that David…was anointed and he was skilfully playing his instrument. So it’s not just spirituality, it’s also the skill.”
Cluny interview, 8/10/2018




4.5 “We are the space”: Space, Performance and Affective Music Making at ECC 
This section begins by foregrounding ECC’s approach to sacred space, reflecting a contemporary Pentecostal tradition that prioritises lively, interactive worship over the materiality of built worship space. ECC’s flexible approach to what can constitute sacred space means that emphasis is placed on the individual worshipping body creating its own and collective sacred space in worship. Secondly, this section explores ECC’s performance practices and the ways these are informed by space. As discussed in the history section, the Pentecostal worship tradition has long been known for ecstatic forms of expression, yet at the same time, the slick communication style of contemporary Pentecostal churches posits a possible tension between expression and standardisation. Below I discuss questions of performance and tensions between authenticity and standardisation, and how ECC singers and musicians attempt to reconcile these differences. 

ECC’s flexible approach towards the creation of sacred space both outside the church and within the body of the individual is displayed in the fieldnote below. 

Battling mild winter winds, I am huddled closely alongside singers for ECC’s annual public Carol singing, taking place in Ealing Shopping Centre. We are in the central outdoor square where shoppers are busily entering and exiting the surrounding stores. ECC’s Christmas Carol singing event takes place here every year, a Saturday afternoon before Christmas. It is 1.30 pm, the Carol singing begins in half an hour. We are here early to rehearse the songs, introduced to singers at ECC’s previous Friday night rehearsal. Pastor Sam and Jonathan, leading the Carol event, hand out sheets with song lyrics. The songs are traditional Christmas songs such as “Oh Holy Night”, “Hark!” and “The First Day of Christmas”. As more singers arrive, eventually totalling to around 40, Pastor Sam directs each to either the soprano side on the left or alto side on the right. We squeeze in closer together as Pastor Sam takes his place in the centre, standing between us and the nearest food stall in the square. He offers a short prayer before we begin practicing the first song, “Oh Holy Night”. 
“See the public as your congregation”, Pastor Sam calls out as we sing, “when you look out, imagine this is your church, and they are your congregation!”. During the next song, Jonathan joins Pastor Sam at the front and begins clapping and moving his feet from left to right. We follow his movements as we sing, slowly warming up to an excitable ambiance. 
“We have no power, but the power is within!” Jonathan declares, referring to the fact that we are not relying on any amplified equipment as music usually does at ECC. Here we are just using our voices and bodies. We become louder and more confident in our movements, stepping left to right and clapping on the beat. A small crowd of shoppers have formed to watch us. Helpers give out ECC information leaflets as we continue to joyfully sing and dance through the rehearsal. It feels as though the Carol singing has already begun. 
Ealing Christian Centre Christmas Carol Rehearsal Fieldnote, Saturday 9th December 2017

The above fieldnote demonstrates two key themes for this section; ECC’s flexible approach to sacred space making outside of its church building and the making of sacred space through the closely tied practices of singing and embodiment. In connection to the latter, Jonathan in the above fieldnote, calling for singers to embrace their “power within” alludes to a sense that secular spaces outside the church can become spiritually charged and made sacred by the affective, participating bodies of the singers. Pastor Sam’s directive to singers to view the shopping centre square as their “church” reveals the way in which ECC is open to creating musical spaces of worship in secular spaces, mirroring their views towards adopting secular music styles, as discussed in the previous section. This flexible approach also reveals ECC’s particularly pragmatic view towards the ECC building, a former cinema and theatre, one of several ‘atmospheric’ cinemas built in the 1930s. Though the cinema was intentionally built as a space to create atmosphere, awe and affect, ECC resists the idea that the space of the building affects the nature of worship. In accordance with the theological tradition of contemporary Pentecostal churches, ECC turns attention away from the sacred significance of material decoration, symbolism and iconography towards the affective and performative practices of collective worship (Johnson 2011). For example, Sharon, an ECC singer said that “music, rather than the space has a very obvious purpose” (9/03/2016). Thus at ECC, the presence of the Holy Spirit, most often invited to appear during musical worship, makes up for religious iconography or sacred architectural features that is absent from the ECC building. The Holy Spirit was conceived of as a divine presence, facilitating encounter in which the divine and human realm were thought to come into contact during worship services. At ECC therefore, the Holy Spirit is central to the process of creating sacred space, as several singers and musicians referred to it when talking about what they did on stage. In a discussion with Pastor Richard about the role of the ECC building in worship, he said:

“The Bible tells us that when we put our faith in Christ, the Holy Spirit comes within us and we ourselves become the temple of the Holy Spirit. 1 Corinthians, 6:19 says very clearly of the individual, “Your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit”. We carry within us then the consciousness that we are the space in that sense; wherever we are we are worshipping God…the Bible never talks about the building being a church. For the first 300 years there was no such thing as a church building; people met anywhere they could. And similarly, this used to be a cinema and a theatre, and for 10 years…it was a nightclub, and now it is a church. But it is just a building.” 
Pastor Richard interview, emphasis added, 25/06/2016

ECC’s view that its building does not shape or lend to affective worship means that emphasis is placed on its musical offerings and on the individual in worship to create affect. The worshippers’ body is viewed as the pivotal essence that creates an interior sacred space and sacred meaning as religious “sentiments must not be external to the individual” (Abraham 2018:8). The individual worshipper’s body was where the Holy Spirit was figured to enter, that was then thought to have the capacity to affect the whole congregation. Elder Akin mirrored Pastor Richard’s thoughts above by also emphasising the importance of the Holy Spirit in worship. He said:

“So this [ECC building] is not the church. We are the church. Because we carry the spirit of God within us. Even the Bible says we are the temple of the Holy Spirit. This was a cinema. If we move out of here tomorrow, it becomes their home for them. It does not mean we are no longer Christians, or that we don’t have a church anymore. Because we carry the presence of God within us.”
Elder Akin interview, emphasis added, 10/12/2015

Akin’s adage, “we are the church”, as well as Pastor Richard’s “we are the space”, places the worshipper front and centre in the worship experience. It centres the body and emotions of the individual worshipper as having the capacity to connect with the between the divine realm. Connell (2005) posits that the contemporary megachurches are often deliberately empty shells, such as large stadiums or auditoriums, stripped of religious significance, so that a church can fill it with spectacular shows to “wow” worshippers. However, Pastor Richard, Elder Akin and other worshippers at ECC demonstrated a different approach to the conceptions of the “megachurch nonplace” (Abraham 2018:6). At ECC, the ideal of an empty, bare space for a church meant that the space could be filled with affective, embodied expression, creating a new sacred space within a once secular space, and an affective space within the body. Holloway (2006) similarly discusses the centrality of the body in affective, religious worship. In studying séances and the ways embodied relations create affectual sacred space, he notes that “spiritual knowledge is achieved not just by having a body or by being a body, but through active embodied appropriation of the world” (p.1966). The ECC worshipper, figured to be a vessel of the Holy Spirit, means that the presence of God is foremost demonstrated through the body. As Klaver (2015) notes, the “body becomes an index or sign for the presence and power of God” (p.156). At ECC the Holy Spirit was presented as the powerful source behind all human endeavours, especially within music in which it actively “moved” worshippers individually and collectively during especially intense musical moments. For example Jessica said:

“I…doubt I can not sing with any emotions and then expect the Holy Spirit to do something for me. I think at first I have to feel something, and then be consistent. And then there’s just a point where it just taps. So I think the emotions help to get there.” 
Jessica interview, 12/06/2016

As discussed in the previous section, the concept of the Holy Spirit has long been important in Pentecostalism’s history. ECC, like many contemporary Pentecostal churches, places much emphasis on music, what is referred to as “worship”. The performing, creating and partaking in the joys of music through “worship” is viewed as an important part of one’s direct and personal relationship with God. Music is viewed as a medium through which the Holy Spirit can enter an individual’s body, as Jessica’s describes above, when the Spirit “taps” in. The Holy Spirit was also viewed as affecting through whole congregational worship, simultaneously blessing the individual and the congregational body as a whole. Pentecostal music “allows each participant to act as his/her own conductor, chorus members and innovator” (Glazier 1997:50) giving the worshipper freedom to worship as they see fit. In a discussion about the presence of the Holy Spirit in worship, Pastor Richard said, “we believe in the supernatural, through the Holy Spirit, just as the early church did” (25/06/2016). He further describes the moment the Holy Spirit emerges in worship:

“…then something actually happens, I mentioned earlier on the Holy Spirit comes within us. Now that’s the moment when something changes, that is when we cross a threshold. To use other biblical terminology we come out of one kingdom into another, into the kingdom of darkness, into the kingdom of light. We become sons and daughters of the living God, and we are forgiven, completely. So when we understand that, that’s the moment that we’ve accepted Christ into our life, and once the Holy Spirit is within us, we start to change.”
Pastor Richard interview, 25/05/2016

Here Pastor Richard is referring to the act of conversion that occurs in worshippers who are born again that also applies to an act of worship, such as singing. The “threshold” that Pastor Richard refers to is the spiritual realm where the Holy Spirit can appear. Turner (1969) calls this moment in religious ritual the liminal period in which the ordinary, human modes of being are suspended. This means that during an ECC worship service, unexpected things are, ironically, expected to happen, as it believed that the Holy Spirit operates in ways unlike the normal human realm. Thus, particularly intense moments in an ECC worship service are separated from the outside world, exceeding normal human conventions.  

Coulter (2017) posits that within Pentecostalism, faith is viewed as an “affective movement that emerges from a moment of encounter between Word and Spirit” (p.131), what she calls the “affective ordering of the soul” (p.132). The fieldnote below gives a sense of this “affective ordering” prevalent in ECC services. 

It is a Sunday afternoon Celebration Service at ECC. The Worship Team are singing through a selection of familiar upbeat songs. There are around 8 singers on stage in a semi circle, with a drummer, 2 guitarists and a keyboardist lining the back. The song ‘Power in the Blood’ flashes up on the projector screen. The congregation immediately begin to sing along to the lyrics while excitedly dancing and clapping. After the first verse, a female singer moves to the front of the stage. She ad libs the chorus line, “there is Power in the Blood” repeatedly while the other singers continue to sing through the song. She walks from one end of the stage to the other and begins to shout rapidly “Power! Power!” as the song reaches a crescendo. The drummer furiously hits his drums to keep up with the increase in pace and intensity of the singer’s outpouring of spirit. The congregation cheer and shout as the singer drops to her knees. She bows her head and sings “Power! Power!” gradually sounding quieter into her microphone. After a few moments she looks up and reaches both arms towards the ceiling. Then closing her eyes, she stays in this pose until 3 singers slowly move forward and carefully lift her up and back towards the row of singers. She looks visibly moved and shaken as she stands to take her place amongst the row of singers. Several of the singers leave their spaces to hug her as she slowly regains her composure and joins in on the next song. After the service, I spot the singer in the foyer, walking slowly towards the main doors. I tell her how powerful and moving her performance was. In a rather matter of fact way, she replies: “it’s not me, it’s him”, pointing and looking upwards towards the sky. 
ECC Sunday Celebration Service Fieldnote, Sunday 20th March 2016, 

As the above fieldnote shows, the singer’s feeling that what she was experiencing and singing was coming from elsewhere added a powerfully affective dimension to her worship experience. For the singer, God’s presence was central to her ecstatic experience, merging with the body to make the ordinary, extraordinary and transcendental. The notion of the self and the body changes in this affective moment, as the singer says, “it’s not me, it’s him”. The body itself becomes part of a divine realm and is no longer simply a human body worshipping, but a soul that has been touched by the divine. Williams (2015) notes that this moment opens up a liminal space in which the “identity of the self was renegotiated in and through the acknowledgment of the relation to self to a Big Other” (p.51). For example, Cluny, an ECC singer and Worship Leader, said that music went from being “2D to 3D” when the Holy Spirit became present in ECC Worship. The experience of these affective moments contained within them the capacity to alter the perception of space and time. Several other singers noted to me feelings of forgetting oneself and a loss of self-identity. For example, Christina, an ECC singer and Worship Leader described experiencing moments of “losing herself”. Thus, singers and musicians generally expressed the belief that singing and playing music came from a spiritual power beyond themselves. 

Several singers expressed the view that singing was about forgetting oneself and being in the moment. Jessica, explains experiencing an affective moment singing in an ECC worship service:

“…I had to forget about people watching me. I think that is when he is involved and you forget about yourself, and it is about him at that moment. Whether it’s about crying out for help, whether it’s thanking him. I think that is when he taps in…when you forget about yourself and it is about him.”
Jessica interview, 12/06/2016

The emotionally intense and affective moment Jessica describes is separated from her normal, day to day feeling of self-consciousness in which she is both aware of her presence and aware of others seeing or “watching” her. Akin described the affective moment that occurred in ECC worship services as “more than human emotion, it is something beyond” (10/12/2015). These moments, described by Pastor Richard above as a “threshold” are usually moments in an ECC worship service in which the music reaches a crescendo. In this moment, the congregation are on their feet dancing, singing and clapping in ecstatic praise. Singers variously described experiencing these transformative moments. Cluny called this moment a “meeting point” between her and God. She described a particularly emotional moment she experienced while singing in an ECC Sunday Celebration service, in which she felt God was healing her after she had been experiencing some personal difficulties. She describes this moment below:

“…there was something about the worship…this was my meeting point. I could not avoid God anymore and I think it was making me feel very sad…it involved a lot of tears and healing. One of the worship leaders said, some people come here for solutions but you won’t get them. God is not going to change your situation, but he is going to change your soul…and that’s what happened. My whole posture changed and I got that whole influx of hope and change…for some reason I could feel the touch of God there, like affirming again he was with me, for me, his love. 
Cluny interview, 8/10/2018





4.5.1 Creating Affective Atmospheres
In interviews with various singers and musicians, the word ‘atmosphere’ was used to describe what the Worship Team were attempting to create each Sunday for both worshippers and themselves. Pastor Sam said an ECC worship service takes worshippers on a “journey”. He said that there was a desire for:

“…creating an atmosphere…an atmosphere of worship. An atmosphere that they can become comfortable to hear Gods’ word or to pray or to worship.”
Pastor Sam interview, 16/04/2018

Singers and musicians were aware that there were specific performative and stage techniques that could help create the correct ‘atmosphere’ to allow the Holy Spirit to enter. The accumulative music professional experience of the Worship Team also meant that they were familiar with performance techniques more commonly associated with secular music shows rather than a church. Close focus on details such as lighting, volume and expert use of the church’s mixing desk meant that ECC services were produced on a par with secular, commercial shows. Various writers, as touched upon in the second section of this chapter, have explored the performative dimensions of modern Pentecostal worship. Goh (2008) terms contemporary Pentecostal worship practices the “performance of the mega” in which stage techniques are employed to create awe and affect in worshippers. Wagner (2014) discusses the standardisation of contemporary worship music, particularly in the case of Hillsong London who focus on building a “brand” of Christian music. These studies point towards a potential conflict with religious values of authenticity and spontaneity in Pentecostal worship. This, however, did not cause great tension for the singers and musicians I spoke with, who all saw utilising these performative elements as part and parcel of providing a good, spirit filled service for fellow congregants. In fact, singers and musicians felt that a well prepared, structured and performed service was an indication of the Holy Spirit. This was evident when I observed a rehearsal for ECC’s 2016 New Year’s Eve Celebration Service, as described in the fieldnote below:
In the main auditorium, Pastor Sam, Jonathan and three other helpers are setting up for ECC’s New Year’s Celebration. Jonathan is checking every microphone, going back and forth with the engineer in the mixing booth to check the volume and sound is correct. The helpers are arranging the instruments on stage, plugging them in and ensuring, one by one that they are all working. Pastor Sam is organising some of the Worship Team singers on stage into a formation for tonight’s Celebration service. Children from ECC’s Youth Ministry are also on stage practising their dance routines for the evening’s youth showcase. After a while Pastor Sam walks down to the front of the stage to the front row of seats. There he continues to direct singers about the shape of their formation, while conversing with Jonathan and the helpers about the instruments and set up. Later, walking through the aisle to the mixing booth, Pastor Sam says to a group of us watching the rehearsal with a laugh, “it does sometimes feel like we’re putting on a production every week!”
ECC New Year’s Eve Celebration Service Fieldnote, Saturday 31st December 2016 

Pastor Sam was correct in likening the set up and rehearsal for ECC’s New Year Celebration to a “production” as there were no obvious signs of it being a religious undertaking except when, just before the evening was due to begin, the Worship Team stood in a circle, held hands and prayed. Not much else pointed to the rehearsal being a forthcoming religious event. Pastor Sam’s exclamation that it felt like a “production” was also ironic as the space ECC is housed in is a former theatre and cinema designed for performance and productions. In a later discussion with Pastor Sam he noted that his intention as ECC’s Musical Director was to create “encounter”, not “entertainment”. Nevertheless, he was aware that ECC services could, at the same time, be fun and entertaining, and that the entertaining nature of ECC services were what he hoped initially drew new worshippers in. He said:


“There’s nothing wrong with entertainment, but it’s an invitation to go further. It’s an invitation to say, “I’ve got your attention”…let’s try to draw us deeper.”
Pastor Sam interview, 16/04/2018





4.5.2 Questions of Performance 
The question of whether a religious service can be deemed a performance has long been debated both in and outside of theological circles. As touched upon in the earlier history section, contestations have arisen about the adoption of secular music, along with its performance styles, into contemporary Christian worship. Adnams (2013) discusses the two approaches to singing he found when interviewing singers at a contemporary Pentecostal church in Canada. He found that singers saw their worship practice as either “just singing” or “really worshipping”. Adnams notes that singers made a distinction between the two approaches. On the one hand, they felt they were “just singing” when they felt they were merely singing to provide a service to the congregation, singing songs they knew by heart on “autopilot” (Adnams 2013:187). On the other hand, Adnams reports that singers felt they were “really worshipping” when they sensed they were experiencing an affective connection to the Holy Spirit, a moment in which worship “becomes more than a song: it is a confession of a truth, a gathering of as much of self as can be expressed in sincerity and proclaimed in public to God” (p.191). Thus, Adnams contends that “these experiences of singing are melded into notions of worship and interpreted in the light of personal authenticity” (p.198-199). Discussions with ECC singers revealed similar distinctions and tensions between singing on “autopilot” to ensure a song is sung correctly, and singing freely without thinking of the performative nature of their presence on stage. As Adnams (2013) explains, the Pentecostal singers he talked with believed that “passionate worship is the goal as opposed to dutiful worship” (pg.197). Similarly at ECC, singers and musicians highly valued authenticity and passionate worship in their musical performances. Although they expressed the awareness of performance as part of what they did, they were also aware of not wanting to make themselves the centre of worship. For example Pastor Sam said:

“Sitting in front of a piano [in church] in front of people, you’re not the main thing. I don’t think you are ever the main thing in church. As a musician, you are learning to be transparent, and yes engaging. But not the reason why people have gathered.”
Pastor Sam interview, 16/04/2018

In relation to this, I asked singers and musicians whether what they considered what they did at ECC every Sunday a performance. The Worship Team had differing views about the role performance played in their work. I asked Jonathan whether he would deem what he did at ECC every Sunday a performance, he said:

“…this will probably be very controversial to some people but yes it is a performance, because you are applying skills, knowledge, technique that you would learn to effectively deliver a message. It’s your duty to make a song work….when you’re leading worship, to make someone feel or to help someone, or to encourage someone in this space to feel comfortable about what they’re going through or about what is being said. 
Jonathan interview, 13/06/2016

By contrast, Jessica, said:

“When we were in Japan [on a mission trip] singing, I would probably call that a performance. In a church setting, if I am leading worship…that’s ministry…I wouldn’t call that a performance as such. But if I’m outside I’m not necessarily aware…I’m not going to say “oh I’m leading you guys [bystanders] into worship”…they would be so baffled. So…it is about relating to where you are so even though I’m performing and I’m conscious that I’m performing, I can still tap into that [outside of the church].”
Jessica interview, 12/06/2016

Jonathan for example said that it “tied back into how you deliver the material and it’s a very fine line between performance and worship in one respect” (13/06/2016). The distinction both Jessica and Jonathan make between performance and worship can be thought of with connection to Turino’s (2008) notion of participatory and presentational music making discussed in the previous chapter. Turino posits that music making exists on a continuum of performance styles between participatory and presentational extremes. Presentational styles, Turino contends, stress forms of performance in which a group performs to an audience, who are not directly involved in the music making. More participatory styles, by contrast, focus on the communal aspects of performance, focusing less on the quality and more on the collective nature of music making. ECC’s music can be described as participatory to the extent that congregational singing is a highly valued feature of ECC’s services. As evident from the fieldnote above, however, the Worship Team’s interaction with the congregation complicates Turino’s conceptualisation of a dedicated group of musicians performing for a crowd, little interaction between the two. Instead at ECC, the Worship Team do not see themselves as separate to the congregation. Glazier (1997) suggests that this is a common feature of Pentecostal music, where there is no “rigid division of audience into active performers and passive listeners. Performers and audience blend into one. Both are active contributors to the musical event” (p.51). 

Music as ECC further complicates Turino’s idea that participatory music making downplays the quality of the music. Although music at ECC could be described as participatory, it is also presentational with an emphasis on quality and “excellence”, as described above. ECC’s Worship Team are made up from professional musicians who take their craft seriously, which Turino notes is characteristic of presentational music. While ECC musicians are professional and adopt the performative techniques of a secular professional band, some see what they do as separate to the commercial world of performance. For example, Pastor Sam said:

“Do we use a lot of the same tools that a performer would use? Yes. So maybe we are performers, that aren’t doing performances. Because we would use performance techniques, projection, stage presence, communication skills, just in the same way that we would use in our sermons, we would start within a common place.”
Pastor Sam interview, 16/04/2018





4.6 Out of Place? Holy Hip Hop in West London’s Suburbia 

It is 9.30 p.m. ECC’s New Year’s Eve Celebration Evening is well under way. The church is filled from the top tier to the ground floor with excitable worshippers singing, dancing and waving their arms to the music of ECC’s in house Worship Team. The lyrics to a Gospel song called “The Revelation” appear across the huge projector screen hanging above the large, wide stage. Worshippers alternate between looking up at the projector screen and to the band for motivation. The band plays out the end of the song as the congregation come to a standstill, signalling a break in musical proceedings. The Worship Team gradually leave the stage. There are a few moments of silence in the auditorium as worshippers begin to take their seats. The silence is suddenly replaced by a track of hip hop beats played loudly throughout the auditorium’s speakers. This new electronic soundscape is a change from the church’s traditional live band Gospel repertoire. The younger worshippers nod their heads enthusiastically to a familiar, catchy sound. I spot a few of the older worshippers in their seats, slowly begin to move with some incredulity to the sharply percussive drum beats. As the beats murmur throughout the auditorium Mr. K, the church’s very own homegrown hip hop artist, enters the stage with a warm cheer from the congregation. He is well known to the crowd, having grown up in the church and getting married in it a few years earlier. He explains that he will perform a new song called “The Dream” for a friend that had recently passed away. 
“This is hip hop” he says, in between rapping the lyrics to the song, “but this is different”. His poignant raps about his friend, God and living a Christian life are a stark move away from the gritty street realism of commercial hip hop. This is praise music laden over secular hip hop beats, rap entwined with sacred theology.




This section explores the complexities of Christian hip hop as practiced at ECC. As discussed, like many contemporary Pentecostal churches, ECC draws on an eclectic range of secular music styles such as R&B, pop and jazz to produce a “holy electricity” (Reed 2012:7) of sounds. Christian hip hop, or what is often termed “holy hip hop” has found a presence at ECC primarily through its younger demographic and ECC’s Youth Ministry whom feature regularly as part of ECC’s services. Though hip hop does not have an explicit, regular presence within ECC’s weekly Sunday Celebration service, young members of ECC have sought to incorporate their love of hip hop into their faith. 

In talking with musicians and rappers at ECC they expressed the complexities of being Christian and performing hip hop, a secular music form that is known for its use of profane lyrics and un-Godly subject themes. Through these discussions, I found that musicians and rappers at ECC involved with hip hop demonstrated two tensions at play. 
The first tension involved the unique and complex subject position of identifying as both Christian and performing hip hop music. Christian artists occupy a precarious position between the worldly commercial music industry and the sacred space of the church. Commercial hip hop, known for its vivid realism and often irreverent lyrics, thus, at first appears at odds with the church and its theological principles. Upholding the church’s spiritual principles, ECC hip hop artists attempted to forge a new identity that bridged the perceived gap between the sacred world of the church and the secular world of hip hop. They did this by attempting to counter hip hop’s stereotypical image as one that glorified unscriptural practices, to one that instead glorified God. Navigating this tricky sacred/secular terrain, ECC’s hip hop artists positioned themselves as authentic in both worlds. By infiltrating the secular spaces of the commercial music world with Godly inspired hip hop music, ECC hip hop artists demonstrated ECC’s practice of blurring traditional sacred/secular boundaries through the adoption and adaptation of secular music styles. 

The second tension involved the complexities of performing hip hop as a young black male (there were no female rappers at ECC during my research there) situated in Ealing. The stereotypical image of quiet, pretty streets of suburbia are the antithesis to hip hop’s conventional depiction of gritty, inner city life. Thus, the black masculinity typically performed through hip hop music is considered most authentic when originating from the inner city. However, rappers and musicians involved with hip hop at ECC were not situated in the inner city, nor did they wish to display or emulate the stereotypical gritty “street” personas of commercial rappers. This led to anxieties over authenticity where rappers and musicians felt they were deemed inauthentic and “out of place” within the commercial hip hop world by being situated in suburbia, rather than the inner city.  
I will discuss these tensions through the experiences of three hip hop artists based at ECC; Mr. K, 29th Chapter and Kingdom Collective. I give an overview of each artist’s work and involvement with ECC below. 
Mr. K
Mr. K is a spoken word hip hop artist who, in his own words, seeks to fuse the “energy of rap music with the thoughtfulness of spoken word with the heart of the Gospel” (19/02/2017). Mr. K released his first album, The Great Transition in 2015. This album depicts his personal development as a hip hop artist and his experiences of faith as a young Christian. Mr. K has a long relationship with ECC, having grown up and married in the church. ECC is also where he performed his very first hip hop song. Mr. K has spearheaded two ECC mission trips Japan in which he and a group of young artists from ECC performed music for Christian and non-Christian audiences throughout the country. Mr. K regularly performs at spoken word and hip hop events around London and beyond. Mr. K’s most recent release was his November 2018 single, “Never Let Me Go”. 

29th Chapter
29th Chapter are a multi racial hip hop group formed at ECC in the early 2000s. The group consists of four male rappers; Alexander Vanguard, Mr Prince, Dangerous and Gladiator. Their music draws upon their experiences as young Christians encountering the pressures of a secular music industry. The group have released sevens albums and are relatively well known in the UK Christian Music scene. 29th Chapter performed their last show as a group in 2012 and organised a series of nationwide farewell concerts for their fans. They have plans to record another album in the near future and tour again. 29th Chapter were an important part of bringing hip hop into ECC and have long standing connections with the church’s Worship Team, still occasionally performing at ECC’s Sunday Celebration services. 

Kingdom Collective
Kingdom Collective are a music production group based in ECC’s in-house music studio. The group consists of Jonathan, ECC’s Assistant Music Director, also a singer, keyboardist and music producer, Enoch, a keyboardist and music producer and George, also a keyboardist. All three are regular musicians in the ECC Worship Team, with Jonathan regularly acting as a Worship Leader for ECC’s Sunday services. The coming together of the group was inspired by a dream Jonathan had one night in early 2015 in which God had given him directions to set up a music collective that made Godly inspired music. Jonathan described how the dream was part of a broader vision and desire to help inspire others in their creativity and to bring people to faith. Thus, Kingdom Collective’s slogan is “Creative Excellence Through Unity”. Kingdom Collective produce a mixture of musical genres with hip hop being one of the prominent musical genres they draw upon. In late 2016, Kingdom Collective released their first commercial album “Volume One”. The album features an assortment of Christian rappers, singers and musicians based within ECC, the Ealing area and beyond.





4.6.1 Holy hip hop’s ‘twoness’
The distinction between the commercial music industry and the world of Christianity produced a feeling of “twoness” in ECC’s hip hop artists that W.E.B. Du Bois described in the Souls of Black Folk (1903). He says:

“One ever feels his twoness, an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.” (p.8)

Du Bois’ describes the feeling of a “twoness” as reconciling the experiences of being both American and black at the turn of the twentieth century. Though ECC artists clearly occupy a very different space and time to that in which W.E.B. Du Bois was writing, the idea of a “twoness” can be useful in understanding the ways in which the artists feel they are un-reconciled between two, often opposing worlds. Mr. K described belonging to the “two worlds” of hip hop and Christianity, questioning:

“how do I go here [the secular world], when I seem to be anchored here [the church], and I even had a season in my life where it was either or.”
Mr. K interview, 19/02/2017

Mr. K’ s sense of there being two distinct worlds is rooted in Pentecostal theology. During ECC services there are often references to the presence of two worlds; the world out ‘there’, the secular and profane world, and the world ‘here’, within the church that is sacred and holy. In a discussion with Pastor Richard he pointed to theological underpinnings of this distinction: 

“The Bible makes it quite clear. There are two kingdoms; the kingdom of Christ and the kingdom of the world. And you are either in one or the other.”
Pastor Richard interview, 25/6/2016

George took the approach that the secular world was to be engaged with, even if it was, as Pastor Richard says above, theologically viewed as “the kingdom of the world” as opposed to the “kingdom of Christ”. George said:

…God wants us to be in the world. It says that “you are the light of the world” which means that you are meant to go out there. You are not meant to just stay in the church. You are not meant to just make music for just the church. 
George from Kingdom Collective interview, 24/05/2016
Due to hip hop’s secular perceptions, ECC hip hop artists expressed initial challenges in attempting to convince older, traditional worshippers at ECC that hip hop was not a sinful or profane art form. 29th Chapter rapped about these early struggles in their 2008 song “Is It a Crime?’ In the second verse, Alexander Vanguard raps:

“Is it wrong for me to enter God’s house with my cap and baggy jeans looking gangster-ed out?”
29th Chapter, Is It a Crime? (2008)

Alexander’s questioning here stems from receiving some doubtful reactions from worshippers in terms of his choice in adopting hip hop clothing (“cap and baggy jeans”) and style (“gangster-ed”) while at church. In an interview talking about this further he said:

“I think there was always difficulties from day one. At the beginning it was a case of convincing Christians that, you know, we could actually do hip hop and be Christians. That was the biggest challenge we faced in the beginning.”
Alexander Vanguard interview, 5/06/2016

In one music performance I observed at ECC in 2015, Mr. K shouted into the microphone, “It’s not hip hop I’m doing, it’s poetry, so if you are above a certain age bracket, you can still enjoy it!”. Alexander and Mr. K here were responding to questions, mainly from an older generation of traditional Christians, on the value of hip hop culture entering the church. 

This reflects broader debates that have questioned the validity of hip hop in church. Since its inception, holy hip hop has been plagued with questions of theological legitimacy and whether it has a rightful place in the sacred world. Dehanas (2013) contends that hip hop’s illegitimacy as a sacred art form has been due to its portrayal as conveying an “immanence rather than transcendence’, with a stance that is more ‘here-and-now than pious or otherworldly’ (p.295). ECC artists however noted that they received little pushback from the ECC church itself when first performing hip hop at ECC due to the church’s flexible approach to adopting secular music styles. Most ECC congregants with whom I spoke were open to the practice of hip hop in the church, so long as the lyrics were Godly. About the use of hip hop at ECC, Pastor Richard said:

“Hip hop is like anything else; it can be used for good, it can be used for bad. So the words of some songs can be very ungodly. I mean there’s always been this debate down through the ages about types of music. I mean, personally hip hop doesn’t interest me, you know it’s not a medium that I find very attractive. But, if it reaches a group of people who are attracted by it and if the words and the content are deliberately designed to bring a message from the Bible, God and the Gospel, then personally I just see that as one means, out of a number of different means, of evangelism. 
Pastor Richard interview, 25/6/2016

Pastor Richard thus affirms that hip hop has a place at ECC so long as its message is God inspired. This mirrors Pastor Richard’s delineation of music into clean, unclean and holy. As discussed earlier, music can be secular, but “clean” if the content does not promote un-Godly practices. Thus, according to Pastor Richard, hip hop could be placed into the category of ‘clean’ music if the lyrics and themes were deemed to be spiritual and godly. Pinn (2007) asserts that there has always been a religious dimension to hip hop music, such as an articulation of the “ultimate” (p.291) questions in life. Hip hop has also found a place in other world faiths, such as Islam, where Hill (2016) states that the “esoteric language of hip hop has made it an effective gateway” (p.8) into Sufi mysticism for rappers in Senegal. Thus, the artists are part of a growing global trend of adopting hip hop into religious cultural practices. George from Kingdom Collective said: 

“…I think there’s a sense that Christian music has to be different in a way. That it shouldn’t replicate what we hear in the charts…but I also think, why not? Why can’t we praise through secular music?”
George from Kingdom Collective interview, 24/05/2016





4.6.2 Hip Hop as Ministry and “…artists who are Christian”
The artists have all experienced various level of success within the Christian music scene, playing at Christian churches and festivals throughout the UK and Europe. They all described their music as a form of “ministry” with an explicit desire to reach both Christians and non-Christians through their music. Alexander Vanguard said: “We are here to preach the Gospel, and we are going to do it through music.” (5/06/2016). Alexander explained how the group’s name, 29th Chapter came from the Bible’s Book of Acts where Jesus gave his disciples the commission to go out and to tell the whole world about the good news. He viewed 29th Chapter’s music as a continuation in the modern world of this evangelical commission. Kingdom Collective similarly articulated that their musical group was a type of “fellowship” following in the footsteps of Jesus and his disciples. From this spiritual fellowship, they intended their music to be an effective tool in spreading God’s message. George from the Collective said:

“Christians are not our target audience. We want to target the people out there. If Christians listen to it, that’s great. We are expecting Christians to listen to it”.
George from Kingdom Collective interview, 24/05/2016

The artists have all experienced a relatively successful start and acceptance into the Christian music world and ECC as hip hop musicians. Yet moving into the secular world to promote their music caused tensions about their place and status in that world, articulating frustrations with their labelling as “Christian artists” when encountering the secular commercial music industry. This led some of the artists to reject the “Christian music” marker that they felt they were negatively labelled with. Jonathan, of Kingdom Collective for example, felt this label was too narrow and restrictive. He said:

“We are not Christian artists, we are artists who are Christian, and so we view the world through Christian eyes…we’re not banging on about it. I mean there are lawyers that are Christian, that are lawyers. There are doctors that are Christian that aren’t are called Christian doctors.”
Jonathan interview, 13/06/2016

Jonathan expressed his disappointment at the introduction of the “Christian music” charts on Apple’s iTunes as he felt this situated Christian music as separate to commercial music. He said that the commercial categorizing of Christian music in this way:

“gives someone an excuse to say this song isn’t a mainstream record or a secular record, because they mention God in it. So it’s a Christian record. It has been labelled”. 
Jonathan interview, 13/06/2016

Alexander Vanguard also questioned why such a distinct and separate music category had been carved out for Christian musicians and questioned why they were constantly labelled as “Christian rappers” by the secular music industry. Though he notes that this is the label the group initially took on. He said:

“In the beginning we would have called ourselves Christian rappers because we ended up predominantly performing in church related events. So everything that we did tended to be Christian related. So yeah we saw ourselves as Christian rappers and I think for us our faith element was more important than the music element. That was always the primary element.” 
Alexander Vanguard interview, 5/06/2016
Alexander further described the need to change labelling of themselves as “Christian rappers” once they had expanded from the church to the secular music world. He said:

“…we realised that we needed to address how we presented ourselves and what we were…giving across. Because although…we believed that we were sharing our faith, we were preaching the Gospel, we realised that actually a lot of our language was very Christian. And the way we presented ourselves was very internal so somebody who was just completely ‘unchurched’ or who just had no sense of Christianity may not really grasp what we were talking about or understand the language that we were using. So we had to start to address that mind-set of Christian rappers and having that title. So that did start to change over time.”
Alexander Vanguard interview, 5/06/2016





4.6.3 “Underdogz” and Empty Promises 
Gault (2013) positions Christian hip hop as the victim of poor marketing by an industry that fails to properly market deviations that fall outside of commercialised stereotypes. 29th Chapter expressed their frustrations about this in the 2006 song ‘Underdogz’ in which they speak of the “empty promises” of a music industry that fails to promote hip hop that works outside of commercial stereotypes, leading them to feel like “underdogz” in a commercial music industry that does not know how to market Christian influenced music. Their frustrations are expressed in one of Mr Prince’s raps in the song:

“We’re not the type of guys to write rhymes for lies 
Left our 9 to 5’s to bring God’s light to eyes
If not for Jesus, I’d be dashed from pillar to post
With empty promises that nearly ended up killing our hopes”
29th Chapter, Underdogz (2006)

Mr Prince expresses frustration at the apparent contradictions in both wanting to represent God and being a “real” and authentic enough hip hop artist to market to the commercial consumer. As he raps, he does not want to resort to writing “rhymes for lies” in order to fit a commercial hip hop image. All the artists variously described feeling like “underdogz’” in a secular music industry that they felt demanded Christian hip hop artists to abandon their spiritual principles in order to be commercially marketable. The artists expressed a desire to escape these confines and to use their music to inspire others to resist conforming to narrow stereotypes. 





4.6.4 Hip hop’s spatial authenticity
All these artists live, and have long established roots, in Ealing and West London. They spend a significant proportion of their time in the borough involved with various ECC related events. Alexander suggested that West London and Ealing, in particular, lacked a prominent “urban” music scene in comparison to other areas in London. Ealing was viewed as an area where folk and indie music were more prevalent than hip hop or electronic music, genres commonly associated with the “urban” and “black” music categories. The artists often cited East and South London as areas that were looked upon, more generally, as centres of creativity and music making. Alexander described how, as a hip hop artist, he felt that being from West London felt “different” from the rest of London. He described how West London was often seen as the “posher” part of London and, because of this, he felt was “looked down upon when it came to hip hop”. Thus, in Alexander’s experience, the “posher”, suburban areas of London were juxtaposed with the inner city, a geographical area that is configured to be more “authentic” to the hip hop experience. Hip hop musicians that emerge from outside of these site specific places of authenticity are therefore labelled inauthentic. The origins of hip hop have always been closely tied to distinct geographies. Hip hop emerged from the social and political turmoil of 1970s New York in which economic depression and social alienation blighted inner city boroughs. Rose (1994) posits hip hop as a creative, aesthetic response to the particular dense urban decay of New York’s South Bronx neighbourhood. The creation of the South Bronx Highway in 1973 sealed residents from easy access to other parts of the city, producing geographically isolated “contained identities” (Rose 1994:22). 

Early hip hop’s ties to the specific social context of the South Bronx produced a unique fixation on place and magnified the image of the inner city as the authentic place for hip hop. Forman (2000) positions this extreme subjective appropriation of space as a “hip hop cartography”. Neighbourhoods became “hoods”: dense and hyper-local spaces of creativity, community and conflict. The inner city “hood” or the “street” was reconfigured to represent an expanded sense of home where friends became family and formed part of a tight urban unit for disenfranchised young black and Latino males (Forman 2000:73). This “intense locality’” (Forman 2000:76) has also been critical in the formation of an urban black masculine subjectivity in which the inner city or the hood became an actual and imagined space of black male masculinity. ECC artists experience the “intense locality” of inner city hip hop through their spatial exclusion of living in the suburbs. Alexander for example describes a recurring moment he encountered at music events when his geographical identity came into particular force:

“You know we’d be at gigs and people would say…who’s from East London, and people would say, yeah! Who’s from South London, yeah! Who’s from North London, yeah! Who’s from West London? And there’s nobody. So we always felt like our musical strength was lacking like underdogs a little bit because it felt like there was nobody else representing West London. We did not have a strong representation so from the perspective of coming from this area and going outwards, it definitely had a bearing.”
Alexander Vanguard interview, 5/06/2016

This authenticity also becomes closely tied to the artists’ identity as black men and the ideal of an authentic spatial ‘blackness’. Mr. K discussed how he discovered that:

“…there’s this thing about West London. That it’s a posh area of London or if you’re from there, you’re not really black.”
Mr. K interview, 19/02/2017

Mr. K reveals here how a perceived authentic “blackness” is called into question when one is not from a specific geographical area deemed to be “black”. He discussed how this question of authenticity led to insecurities he felt as an artist who was not from the inner city, but the suburbs. He described the complexities of being a hip hop artist who was not from what was deemed “authentically black” inner city London areas and the difficulties in attempting to create a hip hop identity that did not rely upon the experiences inner city rappers typically rap about. Mr K described how growing up in Ghana and migrating to London in his teenage years, he was perplexed to discover how “blackness” and hip hop were linked to a spatial authenticity. He also described how authenticity in hip hop was intimately linked to an imagined black masculinity, suggesting that his understanding of “what it meant to be black” was different from someone born in South or East London or “through what they’ve listened to in hip hop”. His understanding of his identity was shaped by his personal experiences of migration and living in Ghana where he said, “everyone’s black” and thus the question of colour was not so prevalent. He said:

“…because of how I was brought up and I saw my dad, he held down many jobs. He had university qualifications. He worked hard. You know my understanding of a black man and black masculinity was very different.”
Mr. K interview, 19/02/2017

Mr. K here points to his experience of encountering London’s complex identity constructions and hip hop’s marketing of a certain type of black masculinity. He affirms that these constructs, of an imagined inner city black masculinity, did not affect him due to him having a strong sense of identity from his growing up in Ghana and from his father. Mr K describes how geographical distinctions also led to his “blackness” being questioned in other ways. He recounts an occasion when his blackness was called into question by two university acquaintances who remarked about him:

““Yeah he’s [Mr. K] not really black”, and she [female acquaintance] was like, “what do you mean, he’s not black?”, he’s like, “yeah I mean he’s not really black you know, he pretty much white” [male acquaintance]. And in his mind, because I didn’t talk a certain way, because I didn’t walk a certain way, I was not black. And my friend was like, that’s ridiculous, do you know he’s actually from Africa, he’s lived in Ghana for years, he’s more black than you are!
Mr. K interview, 19/02/2017

Mr. K here demonstrates how blackness can be constructed by various stereotypes such as talking and walking a certain way as well as geographical location. Mr. K described the pressure in hip hop of feeling “you have to be hard” and that “you have to rep your postcode”. These pressures have often spilled over into deadly territoriality battles and “postcode wars” that have become problematic in some of London’s inner city areas. The artists also expressed a frustration that hip hop’s spatial authenticity and its link to the “street” also necessitated negative portrayals of being involved with crime. This “ghetto authenticity” promotes the image of the hip hop “gangsta” who indulges in acts of illegality. 29th Chapter critique the gangsta stereotype in the 2008 song “Little Gangsta”:

I’m not gansta and I don’t want to be or need to be
I spit rhythms both consciously and spiritually 
Watch, see the change in me
On stage or on route
What you get is what you see
I’m sick of hearing it, sick of seeing it, sick of people feeling it
Sick of young-ens looking up to it 
I’m sick of dealing with this
Sick of people associating me with it
29th Chapter, “Little Gangsta” (2008)

29th Chapter articulates an attempt in this song to escape the confines of hip hop “gangsta” stereotypes. They expressed frustration at being associated with such portrayals that did not represent their lives as Christians. The artists were critical of these typecast portrayals, often expressing frustration with hip hop’s power over their identity as young black, Christian men. In Prophets of the Hood, Perry (2004) suggests that hip hop artists often experience a “double voice” (p. 126) which produces a tension between an image of a black masculinity commercially portrayed through hip hop and the reality of their lives that is actually lived. Echoing Du Bois’ “twoness” discussed earlier in this section, the artists must also navigate these identity markers with their faith. 

Brown (2006) notes that whether or not hip hop represents an authentic blackness, the “perceived Blackness” (p.138) is what sells. Mr K described the complexities of navigating hip hop’s ideals of authentic blackness and masculinity. He said:

“Not all black people are like that [stereotypical hip hop image] or not all people that grew up in those environments are like that. And there are people who don’t grow up in those environments who still have something valid to say. I feel it is silly to say, because you did not grow up gangbangin, you have nothing authentic to tell me. No. If you grew up with two parents in a stable household, that doesn’t all a sudden negate things. Or even if you grew up with money, that doesn’t all of a sudden nullify what you’ve got to say, I can still learn something from you.”
Mr. K interview, 19/02/2017


























Chapter 5: Performing for the Gods: Music and Performance at Amman Temple 

As we turn from Chapel Road unto Uxbridge Road, I begin to at times forget the details of my body as we sing. My mind becomes focussed on devotion; I close my eyes to concentrate further. I am here, along with other devotees, to sing to Goddess Amman for the Temple’s annual Chariot Ther procession. Singing song after song seems to rewire my mind into a loop of sound that is inescapable. As one song finishes, another begins. Sound becomes an all-encompassing presence throughout Amman’s procession route. The constant ringing of a bell contributes to the hypnotic like affect of continuous singing. I stand next to the tall male devotee, spiritedly clashing the bell to the rhythm of our voices. At first I am slightly alarmed by the sharp, piercing sound every time the two halves of his instrument are hit together: a striking sound that seems to reverberate in my mind with each ring. Closer to the front, the cluster of singing voices drown out the bell somewhat, but not completely. Eventually the initial alarm from the striking bell softens as each ring merges into another to create a drone like affect on my mind. I slowly become accustomed to the sound, walking beside the male devotee for the remainder of the six-hour procession. Dazed and dehydrated, Amman’s Golden Chariot ahead begins to look like a haze of colours.  









This chapter focuses on music making at Shri Kanaga Thurkkai Amman Hindu Temple (Amman Temple), a predominately Sri Lankan Tamil Temple in central Ealing. Music making at the Temple will be explored through the lens of tradition, identity, social status and musical performance. These themes are connected by the complexities of diaspora; the ways in which music and culture move and adapt to new unfamiliar contexts and settings. The Temple is a diasporic community that at once both looks back to a homeland for tradition but also creates a hybrid culture in its new home. Although the majority of Temple devotees are of Sri Lankan Tamil descent, South India is identified as their ancestral homeland and cultural legacy. Music then becomes an important tool for devotees “twice removed” first from their ancestral homeland of South India and then their birthplace of Sri Lanka. An important feature of the Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora is its close connection with a strongly political Tamil identity, partly related to the devastating effects of the Sri Lankan Civil War (1983-2009). The effects of the war have made maintaining culture in the diaspora a pressing issue, one that can create tensions between the older and younger generations. This chapter will discuss these themes focusing on two important contexts for Temple-related music making; Tamil Schools and the Temple’s annual Chariot Ther Festival, described in the opening fieldnote above.

The first section provides an overview and contextualisation of the Amman Temple, detailing its history and some of the community dynamics surrounding its transformation from a Baptist Chapel into a replica Hindu Temple. It also outlines patterns of Tamil migration to the UK, key aspects of Hindu worship at the Temple, and introduces the Temple’s patron, the Goddess Amman. 

The second section contextualises the history of the two predominant styles of music performed at the Temple; Carnatic music and devotional bhajan singing. It traces the historical significance of the Bhakti Movement from the 18th century, the Tamil Music Movement from late 19th century and the Indian nationalist movement of the early 20th century. I will examine how these movements reflect current music practices in the Temple, such as the importance of the Tamil language and Carnatic performance styles. 

The third section considers debates and issues relating to the concept of “tradition”. Imaginaries and ideals of tradition are central to music and performance at Amman Temple. Music at the Temple follows the South Indian classical Carnatic music tradition and devotional bhajan singing. The annual Chariot Ther Festival features periya melam, a traditional music troupe from South India, where an “authentic” replica of Sri Lankan and South Indian Temple worship is sought in the diaspora. Alongside such desire for “authentic” tradition, are shown various forms of musical hybridity and adaption. Tensions are often played out between Sri Lankan born devotees, keen to keep music and culture as “pure” as possible, and their British born offspring, who wish to form their own British Hindu identity centred on Carnatic music. Tamil Schools are an important feature in maintaining tradition in the diaspora. Some take the form of small and free in-house weekly classes in the Temple, while others are larger fee paying schools held at weekends in vacant school buildings. In my research, both emerged as important cultural centres seeking to preserve traditions and pass them on to younger generations. 

Section four focuses on music and performance at Amman Temple. It considers how music is viewed as a devotional service or duty in which devotees have the opportunity to “perform” their best to God. Exceptional performances were celebrated and viewed as pleasing to God. This was seen to resonate with Hindu philosophy where the world is understood as a performance, or a “drama for the Gods” in which both deity and devotee play or perform their part. 

The fifth and final section considers Amman Temple’s annual Chariot Ther Festival, a highlight of the Temple’s calendar. I examine how music at the Festival is conceived of as “energy” that connects to Hindu conceptions of the world as full of cosmic energy or “shakti”. The Festival is also explored in terms of music making in a public space and how these ideas are intensified during the Festival period. 





5.2 Amman Hindu Temple, Central Ealing





Amman Temple exterior showing the outline of the Baptist Chapel, November 2017,
Photo by Ethan Doyle White,
https://www.wikidata.org/wiki/Q54113668#/media/File:Shri_Kanaga_Thurkkai_Amman_Temple,_Ealing.JPG (​https:​/​​/​www.wikidata.org​/​wiki​/​Q54113668#​/​media​/​File:Shri_Kanaga_Thurkkai_Amman_Temple,_Ealing.JPG​) 

The Temple has incorporated some distinctive and traditional exterior features such as a flagstaff (tujamaram) and trident, commonly used by Hindu Temples to protect devotees from negative forces. Several major renovations have been undertaken in the Temple’s interior, such as installing large mythological sculptures and shrines, a kitchen and underfloor heating, reflecting the creative adaptions of the Temple to a colder climate (Ahmed, Dwyer & Gilbert, 2015). Amman Temple follows the Kumbhabhishekam tradition in Hinduism in which Temples are renovated every ten to fifteen years. I was told that renovations for the current time cycle, from 2011, were divinely instructed from Sri Lankan Brahmin priests to be “colourful”. Hence there is a feeling of the spectacular when you first enter the Temple.


Photo of Amman Temple interior, July 2017, Photo taken by author

The centrepiece of the Temple is Amman’s sanctum elaborately decorated with figurines of Brahmin priests and coloured lights. In front of the sanctum is a bronze kalasha, a long flagpole that almost touches the ceiling, forged in South India with 22 karat gold. Smaller shrines for other deities in the Hindu pantheon, such as Ganesh and Saraswati, run along the walls of the Temple. Lion sculptures hang between the large arched windows, thought to protect the Temple from negative forces and misfortune. 

In her study of diaspora Hindu temples in the US and UK, Waghorne (2004) suggests that Amman Temple was the most “authentic” Temple she had come across outside of South India, partly due to how it closely followed traditional arrangements of Hindu Temples in South India. Similarly, devotees identified the resemblance between Amman Temple and Temples in India and Sri Lanka, noting that the Chapel was a good fit, both architecturally and spiritually, with the new Temple within. Due to this sense of authenticity and close detail, Amman Temple is a source of pride and distinction for the community. On Tuesdays and Fridays, considered auspicious days to worship a Goddess in Hinduism, the Temple can attract up to 250-300 devotees, with around 100 devotees for normal evening poojas, and many devotees steadily visiting throughout the day. The Temple’s annual highlight, the Chariot Ther Festival, boasts between 10,000- 20,000 devotees who travel from all over London, the UK and Europe to attend. Ahmed, Dwyer & Gilbert (2015) suggest that the purchase of the Chapel was ideal for the growing Hindu community, “with a building already designated for religious practice in local planning regulations” (p.483). Despite the Temple’s successful interior adaptions, ongoing complaints from neighbours over noise, traffic and litter reveal a complex relationship with its locality, one which the Temple attempts to mitigate by developing close ties with the local council and MP. 





5.2.1 History of Sri Lankan Migration to the UK
During one of my early visits to Amman Temple, I was struck by a conversation I had with a South Indian devotee who explained to me that Sri Lankan Tamils were particularly devoted Hindus and worshippers. She linked this to the Sri Lankan Tamil history of persecution and war. Devotion at a Sri Lankan Tamil Hindu Temple was distinct from other Temples, she observed, noting how she enjoyed what she felt was an especially committed community of devotees. Other devotees similarly suggested to me that this painful history meant that the Temple had a strong and loyal base within the Sri Lankan Tamil community, both local to Ealing, West London and beyond. This sense of unity and collective memory of the war is acutely felt at the Temple and highlighted in various ways. For example, during my visits to the Temple I would bow my head along with other devotees at the end of the pooja service for a three-minute silence. I assumed this was a time for spiritual prayer and personal connection with God, with which I was familiar from visits to churches. But when I asked a devotee about the meaning of this three-minute silence, she explained that it served as a focussed moment to reflect on the “Tamil genocide” and to ensure it “never happens again”. 

The Sri Lankan Civil War lasted from 1983 to 2009 and was centred on fighting between the Sinhalese Buddhist majority (74% of the population) and the Tamil Hindu minority (13% of the population) (Jayawickreme, Jayawickreme & Miller, 2010). The Civil War has, in part, been attributed to tensions brought about by the British colonial administration, who favoured the Tamil minority, giving them favourable positions in the colonial government (ibid.). This led to discrimination against Tamils and an organised Tamil resistance movement formed from the late 1960s. During the annual Temple Chariot Ther festival and other religious events, there are public stalls dedicated to preserving the memory of the genocide, including the presence of community heritage organisations and Sri Lankan Tamil political pressure groups. 


Poster advertising a remembrance event displayed by the entrance to Amman Temple, July 2017, Photo taken by author

Some of these groups are urging for the Tamil genocide to be recognised by international criminal courts or the Sri Lankan Sinhalese to be tried for war crimes. This context creates an understandably intense background and context to Sri Lankan Tamil political identity and migration to the UK. Devotees shared stories with me from this tumultuous time, and at the Temple there was a sense that references to the war were always just below the surface. For example, Mr Navendren from OFFAL, a Tamil School in Alperton (discussed below), explained his experience of this tense time to me:

We couldn’t travel. Either there was a visa problem, or we were involved in the war. I was on the wanted list…you know there was a situation…but the time we came, we couldn’t even attend our parents’ funeral, and our parents [were] either shot or they died. It took about one month, or more than three months, to come to know…so and so has passed away. So we have gone through a very difficult time. Maybe that is what united us. Maybe. That is what united us. 
Mr Navendren interview, 7/10/2017

Mr Navendren’s words above point to a distinct Tamil political subtext of struggles for ethnic identity. Terada (2014) posits that the transmission of Tamil culture to second generation Western born Tamils is regarded as an urgent and important task as Tamil culture is a key element of Tamil nationalism. Somalingham (2015) similarly affirms that one of the goals of the LTTE (Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam) was to create a nationalist identity. As Mr Navendren later told me; “we were simply disconnected from our culture” (7/10/2017). The establishment of the LTTE in 1976 and the subsequent political resistance, resulted in widespread discrimination of Tamils. This complex and conflicted history of Sri Lankan Tamil discrimination, suffering and then migration means that Sri Lankan Tamils not only look back towards “home”, but actively contribute to rebuilding their homeland following the recent ceasefire in 2009. It also contributes, as Mr Navendren noted, to a sense of unity amongst Sri Lankan Tamils in the diaspora. 





5.2.2 Hinduism at Amman Temple 
“It is like Tesco, all the Gods are under one roof!”
Amman Temple devotee, November 2015

The above quote from a devotee at Amman Temple demonstrates how worship at the Temple has adapted in the diaspora. Several devotees told me that in Sri Lanka, one temple would house a single deity. In the diaspora, multiple deities are housed in a single Temple to compensate the scarcity of Temples. In Hinduism, a devotee chooses a manifestation of a deity and worships the deity in a variety of personal ways (Ramanan 2014). This personal form of worship reflects the impact of the Bhakti Movement, which arose in South India in the 18th century and prioritised emotional and personal worship (discussed in detail in section 5.3.1). Devotees expressed this sentiment to me in many ways, with several noting that Hinduism was not a “strict” but an “open” religion. For example G, a male devotee said:

“…it is a very easy going religion. You decide how extreme or relaxed you want to take it on. So like all religions it teaches how to do good and to keep yourselves good and not to be harmful to others. But then again it doesn’t have any restrictions at all unless you want to reach the extreme stage.”
G interview, 14/06/2016

Despite similar characterizations of Hinduism by G and many other devotees with whom I spoke, I found the Temple also adhered to strict rules and rituals, such as taking one’s shoes off before entering the Temple and women being restricted from the Temple during menstruation. David (2009) describes Amman Temple as an “orthodox” Brahamical Temple, pointing towards the Temple’s adherence to Hinduism’s Brahman caste led form of religion. Hinduism is split into four main denominations, two of the largest being Shaivism, whose devotees’ worship Lord Shiva, and Vaishnavism, whose devotees’ worship Lord Vishnu. Amman Temple is a Hindu Saivite (also spelt Shaivism or Saivam) Temple. Hinduism is often described not as a religion, but a “way of life” and viewed as a complex collection of traditions and rituals that have developed over thousands of years in India. 

The core of worship at Amman Temple centres around the pooja, a ritual service to the Gods. A pooja “serves to define the relationship between man and Gods” (Humphrey 1984:4) and is directed by a Brahmin priest who chants Sanskrit mantras and makes ritual offerings to the Gods. Beck (2012) notes that the chanting and hearing of sacred verses, even without full comprehension, still constitutes the most common form of access to the sacred for most Hindus. Pooja services are performed almost entirely in Sanskrit. Waghorne (2004) states that Hindu devotees have close contact with the “daily ritual life of a temple but not with formal theology” (p.216). I found this to be true also at Amman Temple. During my early visits to the Temple, I would ask a devotee questions about Hinduism or the meaning of the pooja taking place. The devotee would often wave me away and say they “didn’t know many details” about Hinduism or to “ask someone who knows more”. Others would tell me that Hinduism was a “way of life” and a practice that one does, so no particular devotee would know what the intricate details of a pooja meant and thus nor did they matter much. This linked to the historical idea that Hinduism is not a religion that centres on theory for most devotees, but a practice. 






Though Amman Temple is distinctive as a Goddess Temple in London, amongst mostly male deity Temples, there is long history of Goddess worship in Hinduism, particularly in South Indian folk and village worship. Waghorne (2004) notes that Goddess temples were slow to emerge in the diaspora, although well established in India and Sri Lanka. This could be, she suggests, because devotees were more familiar with better known male deities, such as Lord Shiva and Murugan. Amman Temple prides itself on being a Goddess Temple and I was told several different reasons why this came to be. One story was that a priest from Sri Lanka had a dream in which Amman spoke to him to say she would become a Goddess temple. Another more cynical reason I was told was that Goddess temples bring in a lot of money. As one older male devotee explained; “when you bring in the woman, she brings her whole family and is more devoted”. Many female devotees told me their feelings of closeness to the Goddess. Amman is the name for “mother” in Tamil and many devotees described to me the relationship they had with Goddess Amman was that of a child to a mother. For example, I asked Prana, a singing teacher and wife of an Amman Temple committee member, what Goddess Amman means to her. She said:

“Amman means mother in Tamil. So we all call Amman. Without Amman there is no world. The world came from a woman. So Amman gave birth. Even in the earth we say the earth is Goddess. Without mother, there is nothing in this world. Because of that they always cry, “Amman, you are the mother of everybody!””
Prana interview, 1/11/2017





5.3 Music and Hinduism History 
In music, I am the melody 
(Bhagavad Gita scriptures, from Hindu epic the Mahabharata)  

Indian music is divided into Hindustani music to the north and Carnatic music to the south. Hindustani and Carnatic music are positioned and promoted as the “Great Traditions” of India, while regional, village “folk” traditions are considered the “Little Traditions” (Groesbeck, 1999). These “Great” and “Little” traditions are also identified along Brahminical and non-Brahminical caste lines, with the “Great” aligned with the upper Brahmin caste, and the “Little” representing rural or folk music, reflecting the conflicted history of and relationship between the Brahmin and non-Brahmin castes in India. 





5.3.1 Bhakti Movement, Devotional Music and Bhajans
The modern history of Hindu music has been influenced by two important socio-political movements: the Bhakti Movement and the Tamil Music Movement. The Indian Nationalist Movement that arose around the movement for Indian independence from 1857, was also important in the shaping of Indian culture. These movements have all shaped the music practiced at Amman Temple today. Peterson (1982) affirms that both the Great and Little Traditions of India were influenced by the Bhakti Movement. The Bhakti Movement arose in the 15th century in the Tamil region of South India, beginning among non-Brahmin castes in rural Tamil Nadu and spreading to surrounding southern vicinities (Beck 2012). 
The Movement sought egalitarian and humanist ideals by rejecting the caste hierarchies of orthodox Hinduism (Chakravorty 2004). Rejecting Brahmins or priests as the sole intermediaries between humans and God, the Movement proclaimed that a personalised bhakti communion with God could be achieved through dancing and singing (Chakravorty 2004). Thus the Bhakti Movement promoted an intensely embodied and emotional experience with a personal God (ibid. 2004). Bhakti, as Beck (2012) notes “placed human beings in a position whereby they could approach the Gods on their terms” (pg. 107). Bhakti can take on many forms including fasting, praying and regular attendance at a temple. Chakravorty (2004) describes bhakti as an ‘intense emotional outburst of personal devotion to God’ (p.8). Peterson (1982) describes bhakti as an “emotional and intimately personal relationship with the God of one’s choice” (p.70). The conception as bhakti as a form of emotive, personal devotion, gave prominence to the idea that love and devotion to God was central to religious life and centred the “expression of this love as the highest religious activity” (Peterson 1982:70). The Movement aimed to develop a religious and cultural community that would contain both the “Great Traditions” of Hinduism and the “Little Traditions” of local and folk village traditions practiced by Hindus typically of the lower castes (Peterson 1982). According to Beck (2012), bhakti became the “primary motivational force for creating and performing religious music by many poet-saints from this period (p.108). The Bhakti Movement gave particular importance to the Tamil songs of the composer-saints such as the devotional songs called Tevarams sung at Amman Temple today. Tevarams are a collection of Tamil devotional songs composed by three principal saint-composers, called “Muvar Mutalikal” (The First Three) who composed from the 6th - 8th century. The photo below shows composer-saints from the Hindu pantheon at Amman Temple. 


An Amman Temple devotee and a Temple priest (iyer) attend to the composer-saints shrine, November 2016, Photo taken by author

In ancient India and until the 20th century, Tevarams were sung by an otuvar; a dedicated and specialized singer employed by a Temple or paid by kings and wealthy patrons (Peterson 1982). The qualities that defined an otuvar singer was the authenticity of emotion or bhakti they could express with their voice (ibid.). Otuvars would sing during the six daily poojas in the Temple as well as in the Temple courtyard in the morning and evening (ibid.). They performed devotional songs from the Tirumurai (Beck 2012), part of the larger corpus of Siva inspired devotional songs composed by the 63 composer-saints. Although otuvars sang primarily solo, they also sang in groups with other otuvar singers, particularly for Temple festival processions. 

Beck notes that the saint-composers were seen as the apostles of bhakti (2012:110) and Tevaramas came to be viewed as the emotional expression of bhakti. Bhajans, devotional songs, were seen to facilitate this personal and direct communication with God (Beck 2012) as a form of Bhakti. Amman Temple does not have otuvar singers, nor do they employ singers and musicians except for the annual Chariot Ther Festival. I have not heard of any temple in the diaspora maintaining the tradition of otuvar temple singers. Committee members told me this was due to there being no otuvar singers in the UK and the tradition slowly dying out in India. Instead, devotees were asked by priests to sing devotional songs in place of a specialised otuvar singer. This gives greater opportunity for non-musically trained devotees to sing at the Amman Temple than they perhaps would have in Sri Lanka or South India, as I discuss in further detail below. 


5.3.2 Carnatic Music 
Bhakti gave prominence to devotional songs such as bhajans, but it also influenced Carnatic music or “Karnataka sangita”, India’s “classical” music from the south (Liberman 2009). Carnatic music (also spelt Karnatak) has strong connections with the state of Karnataka in South India. Karnataka was the area of origin of one of the most famous Carnatic composers, Purandaradasa, who was responsible for systematizing Carnatic music structure. A Carnatic music concert is called a Kutcheri and follows a strict formula of set songs and improvised pieces, in which musicians employ the musical principles of Bhava, Raga and Tala (Ramanan 2014); emotional mood, melody and rhythm. Despite its label as a “classical” music, devotion is still the basis of Carnatic music and the trinity of saint-composers are at the centre of Carnatic music (Ramanan 2014). As Dennen (2010) notes, “classical” music implies the music is “serious, developed and old” (p.149), but although appearing old Carnatic music could be called an “invented tradition”. The Carnatic concert format acquired its current form in the 1930s following the innovations of the renowned Carnatic composer and singer Ariyakudi Ramanuja Iyengar (Morris 2001), its classicisation forming part of the post-independence nationalist movement in India. 
The Indian nationalist movement appropriated the arts for nation building and identity formation in the newly independent India (Ramanan 2014), with the creation of the Madras Music Academy in 1928 marking the start of Carnatic music’s classicisation (Dennen 2010). The Academy played a key role in standardising Carnatic music and notation, a genre that was viewed as suitable for the term “classical” due to its sophisticated raga system (Radhakrishnan 2016:38). The leaders of the nationalist movement were Western educated Brahmins and upper caste Hindus, influenced by Western ideas of “classical” music. Carnatic music thus became canonised and made of national importance in India as a rival to Western classical music (Radhakrishnan 2016:39). Weidman (2005) notes that in this placing of “classical” music in a new nation, inheritance of colonial ideas about music were prevalent. She suggests that the distinction between “classical” and “folk” or devotional music in India came out of this post-independent, nationalist movement, and that such distinct boundaries did not exist before. 





5.3.3 Tamil Music Movement and Tamil Language 
Although Carnatic music evolved in a time of multilingualism in India (Radhakrishnan 2016), Sanskrit was set as the liturgical language and attained the status of the “language of high culture” (Gangatharan 2007:1097). As noted above, devotees at Amman Temple similarly viewed Sanskrit with much respect, several times pointing out that it was considered one of the world’s oldest languages. Sanskrit as well as Telegu, was also the main language used for Carnatic music performance (Radhakrishnan 2016). Beginning in the late 19th century and into the early 20th century, The Tamil Music Movement, or the Tamil Isai Iyakkam formed as an opposition to the dominance of Sanskrit, and therefore also the Brahamical caste system. It was a cultural and political movement that centred on language and linguistic rights of Tamil, and primarily called for Carnatic songs to be performed in Tamil in Tamil Nadu. The Tamil Music Movement also pushed for the use of the Tamil language in classical Carnatic concerts (Gangatharan 2007) that at the time were mostly in Sanskrit or Telegu. This specific strand of the Movement was called the Tamil Music (isai) Movement (Gangatharan 2007), and was part of the broader post-independence push for language-based states within India and for Tamil to be recognised in the newly formed Tamil Nadu (Radhakrishnan 2016). The Tamil Music Movement petitioned to reverse Sanskrit’s dominance over Tamil music culture (Gangatharan 2007) as Tamil songs were sung only in the “lighter” sections of a Carnatic concert and thus they felt that Carnatic music was being disconnected from Tamil culture (Weidman 2005). Indeed, writing in 2005, Weidman observes that only six or seven Tamil songs were considered acceptable to form part of a classical Carnatic concert (Weidman 2005). The Tamil Music Movement was a “counter-hegemonic struggle to liberate the public sphere for Tamils/Dravidians/non-Brahmins” (Gangatharan 2007:1089) and was part of the Self-Respect and Non-Brahmin movements that began in 1927 (Weidman 2005). The movement pushed for a re-centring of Tamil in the arts, arguing that the Tamil language should be also conferred the status of “classical” due to the idea of an  “unbroken continuity of Tamil from ancient times to the present made it a classical language” (Weidman 2005:491). It also called for the revival of the ancient Tamil system of musicology (Gangatharan 2007), thereby centering a Tamil cultural identity in opposition to upper caste Brahmin dominance. 

Though largely viewed as unsuccessful, the Movement won some practical concessions. For example in December 1943 the first Tamil Icai Conference held in Madras, passed several resolutions pertaining to the Tamil language in the arts and public life. One was that Madras Radio Station had to broadcast 40% of its programmes in Tamil, 40% in Telegu, and the remaining 20% in other languages. The Conference also passed a resolution that Carnatic concert songs sung at the beginning and the end, often in Sanskrit or Telegu or Hindi, were required to be sung in Tamil (Weidman 2006). The movement also strongly promoted compositions in Tamil, Weidman (2006) noting that in 1940 Raja Sir Annamalai offered a gift of 10,000 rupees to composers of new songs in Tamil. The songs were to be published by Annamalai University and distributed throughout Tamil Nadu in South India. 

However, the Movement faced considerable opposition, most notably from the Brahmin controlled Madras Music Academy. This counter movement, that also formed part of the nationalist classicisation of Carnatic music, sought to preserve the use of Sanskrit and Telegu, arguing that music standards would decline if Carnatic songs were performed in Tamil (Weidman 2006). Telegu was presented as the “Italian of the East”, and more suited to Carnatic music (Weidman 2005:504). In 1941 the Madras Music Academy issued a statement pertaining to language in Carnatic music: 

…it should be the aim of all musicians and lovers of music to preserve and maintain the highest standard of classical Carnatic music and no consideration of language should be imported so as to lower or impair the standard (quoted in Weidman 2005:503)








5.4 “Back home”: (Re)Inventing Tradition at Amman Temple 

The Temple is adorned especially colourfully with flowers, fabrics and fruit for the annual Navaratri festival, a nine-night celebration in honour of warrior Goddess Durga, an incarnation of mother Goddess Amman. It is 6.30pm and the festival’s programmed cultural performance is under way. There are approximately 70 devotees dotted around the Temple; some are seated facing the musicians, while others stand in the hall talking quietly. A young female vocalist dressed in a striking gold and orange sari sings softly into the microphone, lowered to her seated position on a large rug on the Temple floor. Seated either side are her musical accompanists: a Miridangam drummer and a violinist. As their sounds join her voice, the crowd in the hall begin to direct their attention towards the performance, moving closer into the Temple. Seated a few feet from the musicians, I am enchanted by the music, as other devotees also appear to be. A Sri Lankan female devotee seated beside me leans over and asks if I understand anything that is being sung. I reply that I do not, but that I was still enjoying the performance. Nodding to the drums with her head and counting the thalam beats on her fingers, she says firmly with pride, “this”, pointing to the performance, “…is Tamil music”.
Amman Temple Carnatic Music Performance Fieldnote, Tuesday 13th October 2015

The above fieldnote captures the importance of the histories of music, explored in the previous section, in musical practices at Amman Temple today. The politics of Tamil language and identity, influenced by the Tamil Music Movement is demonstrated by this female devotee’s expression, “this is Tamil music”. We also see from this fieldnote how the Carnatic music style of performance, standardised by the Indian Nationalist Movement in an early 20th century makeover, has become a feature of Amman Temple music, a feature uncommon in non-city situated Sri Lankan and South Indian Temples. In addition, the musicians at Amman Temple, in this West London suburb, are mostly non-Brahmins, unlike the Brahmin caste that dominate Carnatic music in South India today. 
Thus, the Temple draws upon three cultures; Sri Lanka, Tamil, and South India to create a new identity in the diaspora. This reveals two things about music making at the Temple. Firstly, it reveals a dynamic process of hybridisation taking place at the Temple. Music and cultures from across continents, influenced by various historical movements, migration and diaspora, are brought together and fused. This can be seen by, for example, how South Indian Carnatic music is played in a suburban London setting. Yet, this process of hybridisation is complex and is not simply a straightforward case of fusing previously distant cultures. Instead the Temple also demonstrates a transnationalism in which the Temple acts as a node in a transnational music network, informing a “transnational belonging and connection with dispersed others of similar historical origins” (Ang 2003:141). Thus work on diaspora has tended to look at the “movement between the ‘homeland’ and diaspora, rather than the converse or the simultaneity of flows” (Murthy 2007:156). At the Temple, South India’s position as the ancestral origin of Carnatic music, places it within a transnational musical network that connects Carnatic music across continents. 





5.4.1 Music, Tradition and Tamil Identity
The opening fieldnote illustrates the common assertion I encountered from devotees at Amman Temple that the musical performances taking place were “Tamil” music or culture. Tamil was used more frequently as self-identification by older devotees than “Hindu” or Sri Lankan. This was partly because many of the older Sri Lankan Tamils saw their culture, origin and history as rooted in South India. I was told on several occasions that Sri Lanka was once a part of South India, but over time became its own island in the Indian Ocean. Many devotees identified the music of South India as the “original” Hindu music, rooted in a long historical tradition that stretched back thousands of years. Ang (2003) asserts that reaching back to “one’s ancestral “roots” can be powerful, almost Utopian” (p.141). In their study of Hindu diasporic identity in South Africa, Gopal, Khan & Singh (2014) report that South Indian South Africans viewed India as the “ultimate source of authority for religious practices and identity” (p.28-29). Similarly, I was often told that I should go to South India to “truly” experience the music I heard at the Temple. Referring to music at the Temple as “Tamil” thus connected devotees to what they conceived as their ancestral homeland in South India, as well as to an emphasized Tamil identity that reflected many devotees’ experiences of persecution during the Sri Lankan Civil War. Collins (2010) notes that music may take on particular meaning within diasporic communities where ““home” is no longer a reality, but an imaginary space that exists only in memory” (p.504). 

The feeling of being “twice removed” from their roots and origin in South India and then from Sri Lanka to London meant that Tamil identity was something that devotees perceived needing valuing and protecting. The frequent references to “back home” that devotees would use formed part of a discursive register employed by the older generation that would compare the cultural conditions in the diaspora with how things were in Sri Lanka. “Back home” was also articulated with a sense of affection and nostalgia towards South India, where music was viewed as an important living tradition from their ancestral home that was to be maintained in the diaspora, thus providing what Baily & Collyer (2006) call a cultural “source of comfort” (p.171) for diasporic communities. Nugteren (2009) notes that “home” is a word frequently used in Hindu diaspora discourse, denoting the “old country, the place of origin, the Hindu root culture, both geographically, spatially, physically and more and more symbolically” (p.128). Sutha, a Carnatic vocal singing teacher and devotee at Amman Temple discussed how sacred singing contributes to creating a sense of home in the diaspora: 

[When singing]…your house will be blessed. Whatever I do, I like to do with God’s permission. Singing, teaching, whatever…When you are singing, you bring the Gods home, making life here home. 
Sutha interview, 9/9/2018





5.4.2 (Re)Inventing Tradition 
When I asked younger, second generation Amman Temple devotees why they were involved with music, most replied that it was to maintain their tradition and culture. Several also stated that they began to learn music to fulfil their parents’ wishes and continued music to keep their parents happy. Yet though many younger devotees shared their parents’ desire to maintain tradition, many also expressed different feelings towards identity to those of their parents. For example Priya, my first Veena teacher, a young British born Sri Lankan Tamil, told me about her parents’ sense of identity being different than her own:

“My parents are never going to feel like they’re English and that’s never going be something that they aspire to either, and I think at the back of everyone’s head, whether they admit it or not, they’re waiting to go home.”
Priya interview, 17/08/2018

Priya talked further about not sharing her parent’s ideals of going home and feeling more firmly connected to an English identity than her parents, mirroring the “existential tensions” (p.236) British South Asians can experience between the notions of “territorial belonging” (p.236) to the home countries of their parents and their British identities (Jazeel 2005). For many of the younger generation, learning Carnatic music was a way to understand and experiment with their dual identity in the diaspora and helped them maintain ties with their parent’s home culture, even if they felt more rooted to London than their parents did. In an interview with Mithila, a young Veena musician, she discussed why she and other young Sri Lankan Tamils learned Carnatic music: “it was to do with being connected to your roots as it were. And I think that is why there is so many people that learn Indian classical music” (31/01/2018). In an interview with Angel, a young Carnatic Violin player, she gave further insight into how young Sri Lankan Tamils connect with tradition. When I asked her how music and Hinduism were connected, she explained:

“…it’s just part of our culture. It’s so that we remain in our culture and that we engage in our culture…when you’re learning an instrument…you’re involved with your community and you’re in extra activities…parents think if you’re doing extra activities…their kids won’t go crazy. They won’t just be abandoned doing random stuff…they are staying within their culture, they’re engaged. They’re doing something good.” 
Angel interview, 9/03/2016

Angel here demonstrates parents wanting their children to connect to their culture due to a fear of their children getting caught up in other possibly distracting or dangerous activities. Thus, maintaining tradition was also seen as a form of protection from living in what was thought of as a potentially hostile city and urban environment. Angel also reflects the concerns of Westernisation and losing one’s culture that the older generation often expressed to me. She said that parents wanting their children to maintain tradition was not about “control” but:

“…making sure your children are within your culture. Yeah, you can break out of it and go parties and social events and stuff but at the end of the day you must remember you’re Tamil. Don’t abandon your culture because some kids….do. They do abandon it because they’re not involved with learning it. They’re not involved with Tamil school, or mixing up with other Tamil societies and they…change themselves into more Western and leave their culture. But technically they’re still Tamil at the end of the day…it’s still a part of themselves.”
Angel interview, 9/03/2016

Despite many young devotees being introduced to Carnatic music through their parents’ desire to maintain tradition, they sought to take ownership of the Temple’s music tradition in the diaspora, drawing on its multifaceted, transnational cultural reference points. Ang (2003) posits that diaspora groups have become “collectively more inclined to see themselves not as minorities within nation states, but as members of global diasporas that span national boundaries” (p.142), what he calls a “transnational diasporic imaginary” (p.142). This meant a transnationally informed musical identity in the diaspora that distinctly drew upon young devotees’ Sri Lankan heritage and British-ness, as well as a sense of cultural legacy and pride in the musical tradition of South India. For example, in a discussion with Mithila about British Sri Lankan Tamil identity, she said:

You always go through a phase where you’re trying to be less Sri Lankan or less cultured, but for me the Veena was the one that I did not need to think about because at that age it made me stand out, it made me look different. I had a talent that I could show off. At every school performance I was asked to perform…and I think it helped me be connected to my culture without having to feel…afraid of being judged, because it was always seen as something that was incredible that you could do and that was a very nice part of that. It gives you the confidence to really showcase your culture because people are generally interested in what you have to say, whereas funny enough…if you brought in a curry or whatever to a school they would be like, “what the hell are you bringing in?” So it’s really interesting that that [the Veena] was able to create a sense of identity without actually intending to. 
Mithila interview, 31/01/2018





5.4.3 Debates of Authenticity
The multifaceted nature of the identity, tradition and culture at Amman Temple caused debates within the community over authenticity; how best to maintain tradition and who gets to be the “authentic” bearer of tradition were discussed and debated. Ang (2006) notes that contradictory nature of diasporic transnationalism is that it “depends on the maintenance of an apparently natural essential identity to secure its imagined status as a coherent community” (p.147). For example in a discussion with Prana, a singing teacher from Sri Lanka, we discussed what music was like in Sri Lanka and how it differed in the diaspora. I was interested in trying to understand how she perceived the difference between music practiced and performed at Amman Temple and in Sri Lanka. She said:
 
Teachers are coming from India to teach the Carnatic music in London…what they have taught in India is the same, same syllabus, same words in any part, not only in London, any part of the world. Carnatic music is everywhere the same. They can’t change it because its origin is from India, and that’s the way they have to follow it.
Prana interview, 1/11/2017

This view was generally reflected by older musicians who told me that the musical tradition of the Temple originated in South India and that any deviation from this was not perceived as good or valued. Baily & Collyer (2016) posit that diasporic music genres that are especially resistant to change are likely to be “forms of music which have a clear ritual role” (p.174). They further note that it is “often felt that for the ritual to be effective it must be performed in precisely the prescribed manner, and that includes as far as possible maintaining the music unchanged” (p.174). I was interested to know if older devotees felt there were changes in the music at the Temple and how these differences may have affected their experience of music. When I asked older devotees if there were differences in the music performed at the Temple compared to Sri Lanka or South India, they would often reply that it was the “same”. For example in a conversation with two male Sri Lankan born devotees at the Temple they at first said the music at Amman Temple was no different to “back home”. With a little further probing they then told me that in Sri Lanka and South India, Carnatic concerts would last much longer, that in London they were too short and that there was a marked difference in the quality of the music in the diaspora, that they perceived to be lower. They explained further that in South India, musicians play with more skill as they were in the “birthplace” of the music. South India and to a lesser extent Sri Lanka, was thus the standard to which they compared music at the Temple. Though at many devotees said music was the same as “back home”, it was accepted that the music had changed due to now being in the diaspora. Most of the older devotees saw this as a natural consequence of being in a new place, while others viewed it an ominous forewarning for the future of the culture in the diaspora, discussed in more detail below.  

The younger generation, attempting to bridge the perceived gap between music culture in South India and their culture in the diaspora, were devoted in making themselves the best Carnatic musicians they could be. In order to make up for their perceived “lack” of being far from the music’s origin, many young Carnatic musicians had visited or were planning to visit South India to further learn music or perform. Several had on-going Skype lessons from Carnatic music teachers in South India and booked lessons with them when they visited London. Gopal, Khan & Singh (2014) describe how South African Hindus travelled to India to “refresh” themselves in the practice of Indian customs. Similarly Murthy (2010) notes that diasporic South Indian musicians conceive of themselves as being part of a South Asian identity that is “mediated by their performances alongside musicians in India” (p.1417). Many younger musicians told me of their desire to one day perform Carnatic music with South Indian Carnatic musicians in South India. Baily & Collyer (2006) note that in some cases, music in the diaspora can become a “recognised and respected authority of musical innovation” (p.171). Nonetheless, at the Temple, musical innovation and authenticity were centred by both the older and younger generations in South India. Ideals of authenticity, despite being centred on a common origin, led to generational debates and tensions, as the younger generation sought to forge variations of their own identity within Carnatic music. 

Within the younger generation I found there to be internal conflicts about authenticity and competing views of what authenticity meant to them. I met young musicians who wanted to learn the tradition of Carnatic music and others who wanted to use Carnatic music to forge a new identity, taking the music in different directions using fusion and new compositions. For example, Kuruji, a young Carnatic violin and flute player, was also a rapper. He told me he was attempting to fuse elements of trap, a strand of American hip hop music, with Carnatic music to bring Carnatic music “up to date” with modern music. Kuruji’s music mirrors diasporic groups that have “recently been recognised as a source of cultural innovation rather than simply repetition” (Baily & Collyer 2006:171). 
In her study of Hindu Temples in the United States, Mehta (2004) describes the ways in which they have transformed from a ‘place of worship’ to a ‘place of gathering’” (p.58) in the diasporic context, a place in which she says “newly invented traditions” (p.58) take place. However, Kuruji was in the minority of the young musicians I spoke with at the Temple. Most of the young musicians wanted to learn Carnatic music in its traditional style without much variance and I thus did not observe much overt musical deviation from Carnatic music tradition. However, some of the younger generation spoke of an “us” and “them” boundary in which they saw themselves as the new carriers of the tradition and the older generation as the “them” that did not allow them to fully take ownership of the tradition in the diaspora as authentic musicians. 

Young musicians discussed the complexities and challenges of integration into British community whilst at the same time maintaining Carnatic tradition. Priya for example called Carnatic music a “sacrifice” that one had to make by giving up time to maintain the tradition and that it was at times difficult trying to balance both the music and their day to day lives. She talked about giving up weekends to be part of the Carnatic diaspora community and felt that the younger generation below her were less committed in maintaining the music. I asked her why she felt the younger generation wouldn’t keep up the tradition. Explaining further she said:

“…it’s too hard, it’s too hard to balance it. My sister comperes at [Carnatic music] programmes. So if it’s an Arangetram they pay her to compere, so that’s most of her weekends gone…so it’s another part of her life. You have to sacrifice. That’s Saturday and Friday gone. We’re quite willing to help. Your teachers know we can call these two and they will help.” 
Priya interview, 17/08/2018

A number of young musicians talked about the idea of sacrifice in pursuing Carnatic music and their dual identities. They shared the same anxieties of loss as their parents and saw the culture and tradition weakening as the generations settled in the UK. For example, Priya shared an anxiety about the future of the Temple. She said:

I don’t know how they are going to run it. Unless we just do it forever. But you can’t. We are heavily heavily reliant on volunteers. It’s not the same as it was. It was such a pride to help. I would be honoured to wear the [Chariot Ther Festival volunteer] jacket, it was such a pride thing, but now it’s not. Everyone wants to go play with their mates. It was also the only time you could spend with Tamil people. And now because there’s so many of us, it’s just a different world now. It’s not how it was.
Priya interview, 17/08/2018





5.5 Tamil Language and Music Making at Amman Temple
The connection devotees felt to South India and Tamil identity was greatly centred upon the Tamil language, shared by both Sri Lankan Tamils and South Indian Tamils. Amman Temple’s Committee situated authenticity, an ideal of mirroring culture from the homeland, within the Tamil language. For example, the Temple Committee believed all service announcements at the Temple were to be conducted in Tamil and I was frequently told that speaking Tamil was a key part of the culture at the Temple. Thus maintaining tradition was also centred by many devotees around the Tamil language. Jones (2016) similarly reports that “being Hindu was closely bound with a sense of ethno-linguistic identification- with being Tamil” (p.54). This caused tension for British born devotees who had not learned to speak Tamil and thus felt they were missing a part of their culture. I spoke with Priya about the fear of loss of culture, connected to the Tamil language. She said:

“ There’s a fear that the culture will be lost. My parents are scared. I think they’ll be quite scared that the language will go. Language will be the first to go…I can understand [Tamil]. I can speak if I have to, but I’m not very good. I don’t claim to be very good. But I think that’s because my parents speak English very well, some others’ parents don’t speak very well so they have to speak to them in Tamil, so that’s why they keep it up. There’s a fear, there’s not a fear about losing the religion, it’s losing the culture.”
Priya interview, 17/08/2018

Several devotees expressed learning Tamil as having true access to their culture and tradition, and would similarly express to me anxieties about not being fluent in Tamil. I asked Angel why learning Tamil was important in the community. She said:

“…if you don’t have your language, then you’re losing your culture. And especially if you don’t understand Tamil it’s like, oh it’s a part of you, but you don’t know how to speak it.” 
Angel, interview 9/03/2016

Yet, I found that this was ironically not always the case with the music. As explained above, Carnatic music in South India is traditionally sung in Sanskrit and Telegu. Thus it is likely that the Temple singer in the opening fieldnote to this section was not singing in Tamil at all. Therefore a Carnatic singer performing at Amman Temple is unlikely to be singing songs solely in Tamil. However, devotional bhajans were always sung in Tamil. This reflects the generational differences in the learning of music at the Temple. For example, most devotees who sang devotional bhajans in Tamil were older and had learnt to sing them in Sri Lanka. On the other hand, most of the devotees who performed Carnatic music were younger British born Sri Lankan Tamils who learned Carnatic music from teachers that were often South Indian and taught Carnatic music in a mixture of languages. This often resulted in a complex musio-linguistic scene in the Temple in which a group of bhajan singers would sing in Tamil, followed by a pooja conducted mostly in Sanskrit by a Brahmin priest, a Carnatic singer singing in a mixture of Tamil, Sanskrit and Telegu, and finally announcements in Tamil, at times with some English words used. This meant that underlying devotee assertions that “Tamil music” was performed in the Temple was a complex reality involving multiple languages and cultures. 

Angel and Priya’s statements above resonate with literature about the importance of the Tamil language in the South Asian diaspora (Somalingham 2015; Terada 2014; Jones 2014). Tamil Schools are an important part of maintaining tradition in the diaspora through language. Though often hidden to larger society, Tamil Schools are well attended and popular throughout the Sri Lankan and the South Indian diaspora in the UK. The Schools form part of a scene that Werbner (2004) calls a “local diasporic public sphere, almost entirely hidden from the gaze of outsiders” (p.897). There are two types of Tamil Schools; fee paying schools that often take place in school buildings or halls on weekends, and smaller free Tamil Religious Schools that are held in Temples. Fee paying Tamil Schools often grew out of the free Temple-based Religion Schools and maintain close connections with Temples. Below is a fieldnote about my first visit to OFAAL Tamil School in Alperton. 

Today is my first visit to Alperton Tamil School. I meet Richard at Alperton Tube Station at 8.45am. He explains to me that the school is just behind the station. As we turn the corner ‘Alperton Community School’ is embellished in large yellow letters across the large school building entrance. The school bustles with activity as we walk through the corridors. I spot young Tamil keyboard players, violinists and drummers being taught by older Tamil teachers in the school’s classrooms. Young girls elegantly hold their positions in the classic Bharatanatyam dance style, stretching out their arms above their heads in elegant poses and pointing their feet. Some gaze at us in seeming surprise as we walk from classroom to classroom. We walk by a room where I see a strange long sitar like instrument being played in a seated position on the floor and I immediately fall in love. I ask Richard if he knows the instrument but he cannot name it. We meet the Head Teacher, Mr Selvarajah in the school’s reception. I tell him about my research into sound and spirituality in Hinduism and my interest in the strange looking instrument I have just seen. He tells me it is called a Veena. “Come back next week” he tells me warmly. “You can learn to play”. 
OFAAL Tamil School Fieldnote, Saturday 17th October 2015





5.5.1 History and Overview of OFAAL
OFAAL’s roots can be traced back to West London Tamil School (http://www.wlts.org.uk (​http:​/​​/​www.wlts.org.uk​)), one of London’s first Tamil Schools set up in 1978. Mr Selvarajah, OFAAL’s first and long-standing Head Teacher founded OFAAL as a Tamil arts examination board in 1993. OFAAL offers Tamil language, Fine Arts and RE classes every Saturday between 8.45am to 2.00pm at Alperton Community School on Ealing Road. During the week Alperton Community School is a large mixed comprehensive catering to a largely South Asian and East African population in the surrounding areas of Wembley and Harrow. RE classes are free while Tamil language classes are £25 per term, Fine Arts classes are £35 per term so they are affordable for most parents. OFAAL replicates the organisation of a mainstream school with a Head Teacher, Deputy Head Teacher, Director of Education, a Board of 9 Trustees, school prefects and 40 teachers. 300 students registered with the school in September 2016. 





5.5.2 OFAAL and Tamil Tradition in London
OFAAL Head Teacher Mr Selvarajah explained to me that OFAAL was established as a way to keep Tamil culture alive in London. Mrs Vimaladasa, OFAAL’s Deputy Head Teacher similarly told me that the Tamil school was a “keeper of culture”. One of the Board of Trustees and founding member, Mr Selvendran described OFAAL as a “family” where friendships within the community were made. Various students and parents I spoke with at OFAAL viewed the school as an important part of their identification with Tamil culture and community in London. I spoke to a young female student who talked about her experience at OFAAL:

“I enjoy it because that’s what they used to do in the generations before us. It’s interesting to know how they did this culture, as well. So now I’m following in their footsteps and it’s very interesting. To carry on the tradition.”
OFAAL Tamil School student, 7/10/2017

One of OFAAL’s policies is that students enrolled onto a Fine Arts class must also enrol onto a Tamil language class. OFAAL’s Head Teacher explained the reason for this:

First of all we encourage them to learn our language also because most of the songs are in Tamil and aren’t very easy for pronunciation. We make it easier for them. At the same time they can learn our language automatically. 
Mr Selvarajah interview, (7/10/2017)

Mr Selvarajah’s assertion that most of the songs are in Tamil points to the desire for songs to be sung in Tamil, but as noted above, this was not always the case within Carnatic music. The sense of history and heritage embedded within the Tamil language that Mr Selvarajah’s describes instead connects to a politicised Tamil identity that I found older generations displayed. For example, one of the Assistant Head Teachers once noted to me that the school made it a point to teach songs in Tamil that otherwise may have been taught in Telegu or Sanskrit. Thus at the School, the Tamil language takes on symbolic significance as the container of tradition, that is not always practiced in musical performances at the Temple. 




5.6 Carnatic Music, Caste and Social Status in the Diaspora
As discussed, music was viewed as an important and vital means through which tradition was maintained in the diaspora. Many of the parents that placed their children in Tamil Schools to learn Carnatic music did not learn Carnatic music themselves. This was partly due to the effects of the Sri Lankan Civil War, but also largely due to the fact that in Sri Lanka, as in South India, learning Carnatic music is usually reserved for upper castes. The relation between music and caste is evidenced in the Temple’s Chariot Ther Festival that takes places every summer. The periya melam are a music troupe that are brought from Sri Lanka each year to perform at the Festival, sonically distinct from Carnatic music, periya melam music is predominantly performed by lower castes. The below fieldnote demonstrates the ways in which caste and music intersect at the Temple and how caste is perceived by some devotees: 

I arrive at the Temple at 3.45pm. It is quiet, only a few devotees are in the hall. There are no musicians around except two Tavil drums, part of the periya melam music troupe, positioned in the Temple hall. I walk into the Temple where a priest is walking slowly towards Amman’s sanctum. Three devotees are sat nearby on the floor, watching the priest. There is no music CD of devotional music being played so the Temple feels quieter than usual. I see Siva, a long standing Temple devotee sitting on a chair at the back of the Temple hall, close to the kitchen. I walk over and sit next to him. After talking together for a while I ask him why the periya melam musicians are invited from Sri Lanka to play at the Festival each year. He says:

“Our system is a caste system, other than that, no one here is learning this music”. 
“What does the caste system have to do with the music?” I ask.
“So only their children can learn to play these special instruments. Vocal anybody can learn” he says firmly. “Every caste has their job” he continues, “their caste comes from their work. Vocal is universal, anyone can sing in the Temple. But some vocalists belong to the Brahmin caste, even they will not tell everything, they will hide some things”. 
“Why”, I ask?
“The caste system is the worst system”, he replies resolutely staring me in the eyes. 
“And here?” I ask. 
“Here nobody cares about caste system, until they get married!” he laughs.
Amman Temple Chariot Ther Festival Fieldnote, Thursday 27th July 2017

The above demonstrates that the periya melam music performed at the Chariot Ther Festival each year is viewed as specialised and restricted to a particular low caste, a theme I will discuss in more detail below. Siva’s comment that in the UK, “anybody can learn vocal” demonstrates the way in which the relation between Carnatic music and caste becomes blurred in the diaspora. In South India and Sri Lanka it is still uncommon for an individual from a lower caste to sing Carnatic music in a Temple (Weidman 2003). Instead, lower castes learn bhajans that are sung in Temples. The learning of Carnatic music by anyone in the diaspora contrasts the Brahmin caste led religious rituals that occur in Amman Temple. Nugteren (2009) notes that “orthopraxis”, correct ritual procedure, “remains largely monopolised by Brahmans even in those migrant societies where caste itself has lost most of its hold” (p.132). However, in contrast to Nugteren, I found that the issue of caste in the diaspora was still evident and had particular effects on music that was learned and performed at the Temple. For example, in another discussion with Siva, he told me that some members of the Temple Committee were from a lower caste in Sri Lanka and that caste rivalries were prevalent within the community. He added that in comparison to Sri Lanka, in the UK, “everybody’s rich”, and so members from lower castes in Sri Lanka could move up the social class and status ladder. Thus, caste relations were a part of identity formation in the diaspora. Mithila, a Veena musician from a Sri Lankan upper caste Brahmin family explained to me how caste relations changed for her Brahmin parents when they came to the UK:

…We live in the Western world and my parents had been through enough at that point, having escaped a war. Living in one of those refugee prisons, living in a tiny flat with ten people. They’ve been through it all. There was no more, “we’re better than anyone else”, because they’ve seen everyone else go through it. But I think there was an element of “ok we have this social status and we need to abide by it”. 
Mithila interview, 31/01/2018

Here Mithila is explaining how her Brahmin parents, having a high social status in Sri Lanka, escaped the war for the UK in which their social status was lowered. However she noted that within the Hindu community, they still commanded respect being Brahmins, though her father was no longer practising Brahmin priest and was a driving instructor in London. Mithila thus had an ambivalent relationship with the caste system and being from a Brahmin family, noting that “everyone is equal” (31/01/2018).  





5.7 Performing for the Goddess: Music, Devotion and Performance at Amman Temple
Music at Amman Temple can be broadly grouped into two categories; Carnatic music and devotional bhajan music. These traditions overlap in various ways, including the sharing of certain songs and melodies. The main difference between the two traditions is that, as discussed, devotional songs are almost entirely sung in Tamil and Carnatic music is often sung in Sanskrit or Telegu, along with Tamil. This section will build on the previous sections by demonstrating how music at the Temple links to social status, as well as the embodied aspects of music making. 

Carnatic music is played at the Temple during “Cultural Programmes”. These are specific musical performance time slots within a pooja​[4]​ that start from 6.30pm. Cultural Programmes are usually scheduled for special Temple events like festivals, anniversaries or commemorative occasions. For example, for the Navartri Festival that takes place every year over nine days in early October, a Cultural Programme is scheduled for every evening of the Festival. The Hindu religious calendar is littered with festivals and special events such as a deity’s birthday throughout the year. Thus, Cultural Programmes are a regular feature at Amman Temple. I have never observed a Cultural Programme occur on a normal day, when there was not a special event occurring, thus there is always a particular reason for which a Cultural Programme is organised. I have witnessed a Cultural Programme for the birthday of a Temple Committee member, thus Programmes at the Temple are not always explicitly tied to only religious events. 
 
Therefore, Cultural Programmes typically form part of a Temple special event evening’s pooja. It is the tradition in Hindu Temples for a pooja to be financially “sponsored” by a family that attends the Temple. The sponsor family, as well as paying for the free vegetarian food that is served after the pooja, provide the music for the Cultural Programme, where the musicians are usually the sons or daughters of the sponsor family. Sponsoring a pooja can be costly and reveals a social status to other devotees that points to financial security and wealth. Sometimes two families get together to pool their financial resources in order to sponsor a pooja. This is often the case on especially auspicious days such as during the Chariot Ther Festival, where sponsoring a pooja can cost as much as £5,000. Zaidman (1997) notes how the honour of sponsoring a pooja in his study of Hindu Temples in the United States, “not only denote rank status, but they are also seen to be the constitutive features of roles in relationship to the deity” (p.342). Thus, at the Temple, the families that sponsor the pooja on the first and last nights of a prestigious Festival can display not only their wealth, but also their special relationship to a deity. I found that the families sponsoring these poojas were the families connected to the founding Temple Committee members and thus were the most visible during Festival events. As noted, Cultural Programmes are mostly performed by young British born Sri Lankan Tamils who learn Carnatic music at Tamil Schools or in private lessons. The performance set up is like a classic Carnatic performance that usually consists of a singer and instrument accompanists, such as a miridangham drummer, a violinist, or the Veena. The singer at times also plays the Veena or violin and is often female, with male accompanists. This reflects the recent historical emergence of female Carnatic singers, almost non-existent before the 21st century (Weidman 2010). Musicians always sit cross legged on the floor, as is the Carnatic tradition. 

Carnatic musicians performing at Amman Temple with two Carnatic singers, a miridangham drummer and a Carnatic violinist, 28th June 2016, Photo taken by author
Devotional bhajan singing at the Temple on the other hand is less formal and is more open to non-professional, non-Carnatic trained singers. Devotional singing takes place at specific ritualised moments during a pooja when a priest will ask a devotee in the Temple to step forward and sing in front of Amman or another deity as part of the ritual worship. It is not usually decided beforehand who is to sing during the devotional song in this moment, unless a family is sponsoring the pooja and requests particular singers. Group or congregational singing at Hindu Temples does not occur in the same way as at Christian churches. At Amman Temple, as with most Temples, singing is often a solo practice. However on Tuesdays and Fridays, considered Amman’s auspicious days, the Porti song below is sung by all devotees in the Temple. 

Above Photo Source: Amman Hindu Temple Song Book, 2016

This song describes Amman’s glorious qualities and praises her for her grace. 
There is an Amman Temple songbook consisting of a collection of Tevaram devotional songs. After every pooja, the “Deya Deya Shakti” song is sung by all devotees in the Temple. This is a short song that centres on the power of Amman. Bhajans can be sung to a deity before an evening pooja starts, I have also seen a small group of devotees sing bhajans from the Temple book or various other songbooks on special days. 


Amman Temple bhajan singer, 18th July 2017, Photo taken by author 

Below I will explore the embodied aspects of both traditions performed at Amman Temple. 
5.7.1 “Focus the mind…”
During one of my first visits to Amman Temple I had a discussion about music with a Temple committee member. I asked about the importance of music at the Temple to which he replied: “it’s about the mind…to focus the mind”. 
This idea was repeated in various ways throughout my subsequent visits, different devotees supplanting focus for “concentration”, “discipline”, or the related embodied term “stillness”. In general discussions with devotees and musicians, I was struck by their frequent use of the words “focus” and “mind” when talking about music. The link between the mind, focus and music was not something that had been referred to at the other places of worship I had visited. The word focus in particular was repeated when talking about music with devotees at the Temple, mostly from older devotees. 

In further discussions with devotees and musicians, I found that music was viewed as an effective method to focus the mind. Devotees would explain that this focus was to be directed towards the Goddess. For example, some devotees explained how they would try to focus on Amman during a pooja ritual at the Temple. Some devotees would view singing and focussing as the same thing. For example, Sutha said “singing means you are focussing on only that”. The idea of focus also translates more broadly within Hindu philosophy where it is viewed as a spiritual feat, something that if done well and taken seriously, could lead to a divine state. This mirrored the spiritual state that devotees attempted to achieve while partaking in the Temple’s annual Chariot Ther Festival, in which overcoming physical pain was viewed as the divine embodiment of a deity. Devotees would often talk about particular Gods that had reached this state, such as Lord Shiva who was described to me by a devotee as achieving a “stillness”. Value was placed on achieving states of focus and “stillness”, using the Gods as examples and as something to aspire to. Though most devotees felt it was practically impossible for a normal human to be able to achieve. For example Prana says:

“…so to come to that state [of stillness], it is very difficult for us…in this world…to do that, it takes such a long time. Once you reach that [state of stillness] then you…can say, I am a God, I am a saint. For that, it takes a long time. You only see that person one a million. It is very difficult.” 
Prana interview, 1/11/2017

Some devotees viewed music and songs as an accessible and achievable way to reach this state of divinity, that was impossible and out of reach for most ordinary people. The idea that songs were a more “basic level” as G put it, to reach a state of divinity, reflects Hindu thought that there are two distinct worlds, the one of the human world that is laden down with distraction and desires and the divine world that is pure and sacred. Nugteren (2009) notes how a murti, the deity statue, “may help the believer to create a still point, as it were, where the divine is rooted. This is what a Hindu effects when he or she re-creates that meeting point, that fluid place where the human gaze can cross the divine grace” (p.130). The concept of focus within music was viewed as a way of accessing this divine world. Devotees would often talk about the sense that they perceived the world as a distraction for the mind, that on a day to day level, with bills to pay they could not focus their mind. For example G says…

“…when you just sit by yourself, your mind generates millions of thoughts in your mind, and all of this will distract your focus, however when you’re concentrating on something, you won’t feel the distraction.”
G interview, 12/06/2016





5.7.2 Focus”, Embodiment and Practice 
This was also shown in the attitude towards practice, the body and embodiment at the Temple. These discussions reflect broader thought within Hinduism that places value in bringing the mind and body under control. Focus was used as a way to show a musician’s concentration and the control they had over their body and mind. There was also the sense that through this focus and control, the mind and body becomes one with God and that it is in the right place to be with God. Raffe (1952) notes that the purpose of music is to “provide a discipline within society by the subtle control of mood and movement” (pg.112). Controlling emotions was a practice from Hinduism that was also practiced within music. Adesh, a young Carnatic singer for example said that emotion should only be shown in the voice, and not the body. “The voice should say it all” he said. This reflects Indian aesthetics of performance in which the “aim of the arts in India is to evoke a state of mind called rasa, also described as emotion/emotive state or sentiment. This is very consciously and deliberately employed in performance” (Vatsyayan 1963:33). Musicians embody this focus and control through the performance of their posture. Thus, the musical body and posture in Carnatic music looks similar to the meditative state, with a straight back, legs crossed and hands neatly folded onto the legs. G called music a “prayer” and viewed it as something that must be meditated upon, and practiced as a type of meditation. 

During my time learning the Veena at OFAAL Tamil School, focus was translated into the body as a “stillness”. Playing the Veena there was an emphasis on posture and keeping the back straight. My Veena teacher would tell me “they should only see your fingers moving, nothing else”. The proper posture of a Carnatic musician is part of the learning curve and it is about giving respect to the deity. For example, in Veena lessons I would clasp my hands together against my chest in a devotional pose to mirror my teacher. This pose was seen as a sign of devotional respect, for the instrument, viewed and treated as God by my teacher. These poses were also important when performing in the Temple when utmost respect of the Goddess was to be performed through the body of the devotee. The lack of notation in my Veena lessons also meant that my body connected to the Veena in an embodied way but also a controlled manner. 


Author performing the Veena at OFAAL Tamil School’s Summer Showcase, Harrow Arts Centre, July 2017

The below fieldnote describes how the relationship between focus, control and my body worked in learning the Veena. 

My fingers begin to ache as I fervently hold the string down on the ri note. The harder I press the more pressure I feel in my fingers, yet the clearer and more satisfying the note sounds. While focussed on pressing, I momentarily forget to alternate my plucking fingers on my right hand. Priya constantly reminds me of this as I practice the Swara Varisai. My body becomes increasingly slumped over the Veena as I curve and lower my spine to hone in closer to the fret. I rarely look up as I practice. I carefully attend to the Veena by fixing my gaze with each note. I become so close I can see the grooves in the strings. Ensuring I am playing the correct note requires much fixed concentration and physical fixation. As my fingers move up the scale pressing each note my body slightly moves along with it. My line of sight fixes intensely on each note while I make quick glances to the side of the Veena’s neck, slightly tipping it forward to check I am in line with the white dots. I reach ga and immediately hear I have played the wrong note, pressing down one fret too early. Priya nods towards the left of the Veena. I must begin again from the beginning. I ascend the Sargam again this time hitting the correct ga note. Ascending the scale my body shifts further to the right as I crouch over the Veena’s base attempt to reach the top sa note. Priya instructs me to keep my back straight as my hair falls onto the strings and creates a low resonant hum. I feel a pull on my wrist as I press the top sa with my weak hand pressing and positioning creating a slight buzz on the note. Descending the Sargam I slowly straighten out and uncurl my spine. Reaching the open sa feels like momentary relief. I shift my weight from left to right to even out the numbness of my legs. Priya instructs me to keep practicing until I play the Swari Varsai without mistakes and instructs me firmly to keep my body unslumped over the Veena. 
OFAAL Veena Lesson Fieldnote, Saturday 25th October 2015

Rama (2008) centres the concept of sadhana in the shaping and development of a Carnatic musician. As expressed in the Bhavaghad Gita, sadhana refers to spiritual self-improvement and translates as ‘a means of accomplishing something’. Rama (2008) posits that self-improvement implies self-control through ritualised practice and discipline. Repetitive actions establish sadhana in the musician who, if practicing seriously, experiences feelings of elation. The Bhavaghad Gita warns that veering off the path of self-control ultimately leads to temptations and downfall and that controlled practice and mood in an individual should be contrasted with the “moods of nature” (Raffe 1952:110) that are uncontrolled and unpredictable.  

The concept of bhakti also connected with personal sacrifice through pain and discomfort, seen in the kavady piercing ritual at Hindu Festivals. Chakravorty (2004) notes that the sense of embodiment that one attains through the rigours of riaz (practice) begins with acute physical discomfort that gradually transforms into the pleasure of freedom and movement. Within the ‘ladder’ of sadhana action (karma) or arduous practice is the first step, with freedom from action after hard work as its higher step. Once the rigours of practice have been exhausted, the musician becomes free from the first difficult rungs of the ladder to attain stability or tranquillity (Rama 2008). As Lav noted, “people think it [Carnatic music] is really rigid but it’s not. They have really set structures. But there’s also a lot of freedom”. 

The concept of sadhana in Carnatic music can be also evidenced within the structure of learning I experienced. Musical improvisation can only be attempted after intense, repetitive rote practice of the scales as my experience showed. The concept of sadhana in musical practice also points towards the blurred boundaries between ritual and practice. Some musicians shared similar experiences and noted how practice itself could feel more spiritual than performance. I asked Mithila if she had any religious experiences when she performed. She said: 

“…to be honest no. Because when you’re playing you’re thinking only about not making a mistake and not looking at lines because you’re not allowed to look at notation. So if I’m being completely honest it didn’t give me the space to think about the beyond. I think where I can have those experiences is where I’m on my own practising, I don’t need to think about anyone else in the room and that’s one time where you appreciate what you’ve been given and I think that’s where I have my religious experience as well.” 
Mithila interview, 31/01/2018





5.7.3 “She’s awake”: Performing for Goddess Amman 
The deity in Hinduism is considered to be present in form within the statue. It is thought to possess active human-like ears and eyes that can listen and see. Amman, like other deities at Hindu Temples, is bathed every night and put to sleep by the priests. The Temple is her home where she sleeps, wakes and interacts with her devotees. Yet her home also becomes a performance space for her devotees to display their talents and devotion for her. This cross between the Temple being a home for the deity and a performance space for her devotees means that the Temple feels like both an intimate, personal space as well as one that comes alive with music during performance programmes. 

In a discussion with Priya about performing at the Temple, she said: “she’s watching us so we have to get it right”. This demonstrates the way in which musicians viewed Amman as having real, human like senses. Musicians often spoke of music as a way to satisfy the human like senses of Amman who was present within the statue. The human like nature attributed to deities in Hinduism means that deities are considered to have personalities and desires as humans do. In performances, musicians are aware of the different personalities of the deities. For example, Priya had chosen Lord Murugan as her personal God to worship. She noted that Lord Murugan had an erratic nature and was an angry God, so she always attempted to make her performances as good as she could so as not to upset him. Musicians would play certain favourite songs of Gods. For example Prana told me that the Goddess Amman enjoyed certain ragas (melody), and that playing them would make her happy. 

The human like attributes and senses attributed to Amman and the much sought after intimate relationship with her is experienced in the intense and central moment during the pooja called darshan. Darshan is the sacred moment when the deity both sees devotees and in return is looked at by devotees. Thus, the concept of darshan in Hindu ritual is focussed on sight and seeing. Devotees undertake “darshan” to get sacred sight of the deity, so that the deity may bless them in return. This is an important moment for the ordinary devotee as it is the moment in which they can access the divine directly, without any intermediaries such as song or priests. However, I found that musicians described darshan in sonic terms. As well as seeing and being seen, the musician were also heard by the deity during this moment of encounter. Sound helped compensate for the physical distance between the deity and devotee, where they can look but not touch the statue where the deity is present (Tallotte 2018). Only priests are permitted to touch the deities and so music is viewed as a way in which both musicians and devotees can access Amman on their own terms, circumventing the priests as intermediaries between the human and divine worlds. This is an inheritance of the Bhakti Movement, discussed in the history section that emphasised a direct and emotional relationship with God. 

At the Temple I was frequently told that songs and music were a way to directly communicate with Amman. Sri, a male devotee from South India described how singing was a way to have “direct communication with God”. In this moment the divine and human worlds meet where devotees can share with Amman in the pleasure of the music. There was also a sense that a musician could entice Amman to the human world through sound, as she is revealed through sight in the darshan moment. I asked Angel about this sense of the deity coming alive through sound. She said:

“…you feel…that the God is like coming out, if that makes sense, like coming out of the statue. So we see the statue…but then…you feel the presence of the God coming alive and coming out and receiving all your prayers.”
Angel interview, (9/03/2016)

Angel here is describing the feeling of the deity “coming out” of the statue as she performs in the Temple. Devotees also described similar feelings during darshan moments in the pooja. The darshan moment coincides with an intensity of sound that is usually either an increase in the priests’ volume and pace of chanting or drums increasing in volume and intensity. This moment, during the Navaratri Festival, is described in the fieldnote below:

Two drummers are seated near Amman. The main priest performing the pooja begins to chant and place flowers around Ganesh, whose shrine is to the right hand side of the Temple. The offering table, running along Amman’s main shrine in the middle of the Temple is full of colourful and delicious looking fruits and vegetables on silver plates. There are chickpeas, sweet potatoes, pineapple, breadfruit, coconuts and other brightly coloured, fragrant sweets. The priest walks over to Amman’s shrine, continuing to chant while the drummers begin to play a rhythm. The priest holds up the aarti lamp as a blessing and to signify the darshan moment, in which Amman had now been revealed. The drums increase in volume and speed and other priests join the main priest in chanting. Devotees raise their hands above their heads and make a “whooomp” sound as the priest directs the lamp around the Temple. Devotees are fixed on the Amman shrine. Some shift their bodies as they attempt to get a glimpse of Amman in her holy shrine in the middle of the Temple. I hear a devotee say, “she’s here”, as she lifts her clasped hands above her head. The drums subside as the priest lowers the aarti lamp.
Amman Temple Navaratri Festival Fieldnote, 1st December 2015 





5.7.4 Musical Performance in the “Play of the Universe” 
When I asked musicians whether what they did at the Temple was a performance, most replied yes. Others added that it was a “performance for God”. The majority of musicians I spoke with did not have as many anxieties about performance as did other places of worship I discussed this with. This could be explained by the Hindu idea that the world is but a performance itself for the Gods, called lila. Lila as Dandekar (1968) describes is thought to be as “play for the sake of play” (pg.451) or as Raffe (1952) notes lila is the God’s “Play of the Universe” (p.105). 

The idea of performance was generally viewed as a positive in which devotees could entertain the Gods. I spoke with Sneha, a Carnatic singer and Veena player about whether what she does at the Temple is a performance. She noted the differences between singing mantras or songs and Carnatic performances. She said:

“I would say in a Temple it is treated as a performance…because it is very specific, so there are times when they ask someone to sing a mantra for example and the Iyers [priests] normally sing as well. I don’t think that’s part of the performance because that’s part of the prayer process. So when you have a performance it is very obvious because they have a stage area. They have a mic. The set up itself…the audience will face the performer, not the God.” 
Sneha interview, 19/09/2018

Most musicians accepted the performative elements of what they did at the Temple and talked about entertaining the devotees present as part of the joy of performing. Several musicians made distinctions between performing as part of the scheduled “Cultural Programme” organised by the Temple and singing to the Goddess directly as a more intimate act of worship. Musicians often made a distinction between these two, and said when they were performing as part of the Temple’s “Cultural Programme”, they felt this was more like a performance. They mostly noted, as Mithila did above, that when they were facing Amman and singing, this felt less like a performance. In general I found that the idea of being entertained or entertainment did not have the same negative connotations it does in the West. There was nothing wrong with showing off talent to Amman, in fact this was viewed as a positive devotional activity to please her. The non-trained singers of devotional bhajan songs also viewed their singing as something to perform their best at, despite not being professionally trained. 





5.8 “Music is Energy”: Power and Possession at Amman’s Chariot Ther Festival
The final section of this chapter focuses on Amman Temple’s annual Chariot Ther Festival, and will include further discussion on notions of tradition, identity and caste. The periya melam, a traditional Hindu Festival musical troupe, are brought from Sri Lankan to perform each year in the Temple’s efforts to keep the Festival authentic. Devotees view the Festival as a continuation of a long held ritual tradition from Sri Lanka and South India, in which a Temple’s deity is honoured by a grand festival procession once a year. The Temple Committee view the Festival as an important and crucial part of the Temple’s sacred calendar and as the most spectacular of all their events and festivals. The Festival therefore attempts to mirror Chariot procession festivals that take place in Sri Lanka and South India, but is also a key context for consolidating Sri Lankan Tamil identity in the London diaspora. 






5.8.1 Amman Temple Chariot Ther Festival Context 
Amman Temple’s annual Chariot Ther Festival takes places every summer over twenty-five days in August. The Festival begins in late July and culminates with the public Chariot procession in which the Goddess is pulled by her devotees on a Golden Chariot, or Ther, in a long procession that travels around the Temple block. Chariot Festivals are common and long-standing feature in the Indian sub-continent, often taking the form of mass public displays of devotion (Younger 1980). Chariots signify the power of the deity and are identified as the vehicles in which they travel (ibid.1980). 


Goddess Amman being placed into her Golden Chariot, Amman Temple Chariot Ther Festival, August 2017
Photo Source: http://londonhindutemples.com/category/chariot-festival/page/5/ (​http:​/​​/​londonhindutemples.com​/​category​/​chariot-festival​/​page​/​5​/​​)

While centred on devotion to Goddess Amman, the Festival is said to honour Lord Murugan, the God of War’s victory over a demon using a special vel spear. However, among devotees I encountered many different personal meanings and mythological stories attached to the Festival. One common story was that Amman defeated the demon in a dramatic cosmic battle and the annual Festival celebrates her awesome power and victory. As one devotee told me, every festival at the Temple are based around different stories of “good overcoming evil”. 

The Festival celebrates not just Amman’s power, but also the power and energy that is symbolically and physically transferred to her devotees during the Festival period, facilitated by music, through possession and trance. 


Amman Temple Chariot Ther Festival, August 2017
Photo Source: http://londonhindutemples.com/category/chariot-festival/page/5/ (​http:​/​​/​londonhindutemples.com​/​category​/​chariot-festival​/​page​/​5​/​​)

Official council figures estimate approximately 10-15,000 devotees attend the Festival each year, though devotees and Temple Committee members told me there was closer to 20-25,000 in attendance each year. Devotees travel from all over London and the UK to attend and it is reportedly the largest Hindu Chariot Festival in Europe (David 2012).  


Devotees giving prashad, the ritual offering of food to a deity, at the 2016 Chariot Ther Festival 
Photo Source: https://www.robertharding.com/blog/2016/07/15/londoners-celebrate-tamil-chariot-festival/ (​https:​/​​/​www.robertharding.com​/​blog​/​2016​/​07​/​15​/​londoners-celebrate-tamil-chariot-festival​/​​)

Throughout the twenty-five day Festival, Amman makes “appearances” on each day, signifying her different forms. A special Festival pooja takes place every evening of the Festival marking each appearance, shown in the 2018 Festival programme below. 


  Amman Temple Chariot Ther Festival Programme, 2018





5.8.2 Acts of Devotion at Amman Chariot Ther Festival




























The word kavadi translates as “burden” or “weight” and refers broadly to the ritual “burden” a devotee in the procession will perform in order to fulfil a sacred vow (vaaku) to the deity, in return for blessings and good fortune (Kuper 1959).​[5]​ The sacred vow is undertaken before the procession takes places, where the devotee undertakes a strict ritual purification process that includes fasting, abstaining from sexual intercourse and, in other more extreme cases, removal from contact with the outside world, or a renouncement on speech (mauna). David (2012) calls this the preliminal stage that entails a “breaking away from a previous state, a change, or preparation for what is to come” (p.112). Younger (1980) notes how the vow connects devotees with the dynamics of the divine realm in the “preparation for the release of the self through ascetic practice” (p.512). This connects back to the above discussion of disciplining the body, through practice, to reach spiritual states. 

The central ritual duty of the periya melam music troupe is to play music that will aid the kavadi dancer enter into a trance in which, while dancing with hooks inserted into their bodies, they feel no pain or discomfort (David 2012). The dancer becomes possessed by the power of the deity, or the deity itself, in which the level of pain endured is “determined by the merit earned from God” (Mellor et al 2012:214). Thus, Younger (1980) explains how taking the kavadi vow involves “invoking cosmic forces quite beyond the individual’s control” (p.510). Kavadi dancers perform what Pedroza (2010) calls an “ecstatic empowerment” (p.298) in which, being possessed by a deity, they attain the status of sacred. Each dancer has an assistant who pulls the ropes attached to the hooks on their back and is thus invested in the fulfilment of the kavadi dancer’s vow, partly so to be blessed for the act of devotion by proxy (Younger 1980). Festival devotees also have the capacity to be blessed by touching a kavadi dancer, coming into contact with the sacred through the possessed dancer (David 2012). 

A drummer and a kavadi dancer in the background at Amman Chariot Ther Festival, August 2016, photo taken by author




5.8.3 Energy, Shakti and the Voice at the Chariot Ther Festival 

…I walk towards the back of the procession. Behind the group of female devotees, whose act of devotion is to continually bow, kneel and touch their heads to the ground along the procession route, is a large group of mostly female devotees that sing devotional bhajans continually throughout the procession. They are singing bhajans from the Temple songbook, held by the lead singer situated at the front of the group. Beside her is a female devotee clutching a bell that she shakes rhythmically. Several other female devotees also sound hand held instruments such as bells and tambourines that intermingle with their sung voices. Sounds overlap, sometimes becoming indistinct. The singers follow the rhythm of the musicians who, for various brief moments throughout the procession, play alongside them. Though, the female devotees sing mostly unaccompanied, appearing in control of the sound of their particular space on the procession route. 
Amman Temple Chariot Ther Festival Fieldnote, Sunday 14th August 2016

The above fieldnote describes the bhajan singing group, consisting of mostly female devotees who form the tail-end of the Amman Chariot procession. I sang with this group at the Festival in 2017, at the invitation of Sutha who had sung with the group in many previous years. A singing devotee’s vow and sense of burden is expressed in the gruelling and tiring task of singing constantly for the six hours of the procession, many also having fasted the night before and only drinking water along the procession route. The Festival’s challenging acts of devotion are thought to be bearable due to the temporary transfer of power and energy from Amman to her devotees during the procession, as for the kavadi dancers. Indeed, many devotees at the Festival spoke to me of the Festival as a display of Amman’s “power” and “energy”. On one occasion at the 2015 Festival while watching the periya melam troupe play, I asked a male devotee what role music had at the Festival, he replied, rather insouciantly: “music is energy”. 

The concept of energy and power is central to Hindu mythology and to the activities of the annual Chariot Festival. However music as energy is manifested in distinct ways during the Chariot Festival, as this is said to be an auspicious time in which Amman’s powers are heightened and intensified. This intensification is, in turn, seen to reflect the focus and attention expressed by devotees during Amman’s twenty-five day Festival period, embodied in the physically demanding acts of devotion on display throughout the procession. Notions of power and energy at the Festival are viewed as what Younger (1980), in his study of South Indian Hindu Goddess festivals, calls a “medium of revelation” and a “means through which the power of the goddess flows back into the audience or community” (p.511). Thus the meaning of Amman’s Chariot Festival is centred on a transformation of power and energy from Goddess Amman to devotees. Music is a crucial part of this transference of energy as will be explored further below. 

Despite being positioned at the back of the procession route, with very little sight of Amman, the Goddesses’ energy is seen to flow into the bodies of the singers. Energy is also more generally conceived of at the Temple as “Shakti”, a central term in Hindu thought that means power and represents the female aspect of creation. Often, during particularly intense musical performances at the Temple, devotees would turn to me and say “that’s Shakti”. Shakti is also the name of a Hindu Goddess that is viewed as especially powerful. 

Below is a description of joining the singing group for the 2017 procession. Sutha, a singing teacher from Sri Lanka, offered to guide me through my first experience singing with the group as part of the procession. She gave me insights regarding singing and energy, detailed below:

Sutha and I are standing by entrance of the Temple. Goddess Amman is moving up Chapel Road encircled by crowds of devotees partaking in prashad, a devotional offering of fruits and flowers. The bhajan singing group have begun their act of devotion and are singing as they slowly walk along the route, completing the procession. Sutha tells me I must sing with “energy”, allowing Amman’s power to embolden me. She teaches me the “Om Shakti” exhortation. 
“Sing “Om Shakti Shakti’”, she instructs, “and clasp your hands like this”. She positions my hands into a prayer position just below my mouth, against my chest. 
“Om Shakti Shakti”. I follow her voice and pronunciation while I repeat the words. The “m” is an elongated syllable and the “k” and the “t” are pronounced sharply. She continues to repeat the song as I follow her voice, as we continue to stand by the entrance of the Temple. After a while she tells me I am ready. 
“Om Shakti Shakti” we sing in unison as I follow her as she makes her way to the singing group that have now passed the Temple. The group, made up of around forty singers, are closely clustered together. I stand besides Sutha on the edge of the group as she sings along with the singers who are momentarily motionless. I take in the harmonic sounds of their voices, enjoying the pleasant and calm atmosphere. The singers begin to slowly walk once again. With a slight push, Sutha inserts me into throng of the moving troupe. Slightly disorientated by this impromptu gesture, I am quickly surrounded by singers slowly but steadily moving up the road, swept along a moving chorus of voices.  
“Don’t forget your pitch!” Sutha calls out to me with a wide grin, as she waves at me from the side of the street. Singers are closely bound together, moving as one, with their eyes fixed on Amman’s Chariot ahead of the procession. I look back and see Sutha wave at me, then clasp her hands to her chest, as she disappears into the crowd. 
Amman Temple Chariot Ther Festival Fieldnote, Sunday 13th August 2017

My experience singing with the group at the 2017 Festival was an extraordinary and deeply spiritual experience. As we sang, I felt our hearts and souls were pouring out from our mouths onto the open streets, as though we were transforming the public street into our own private, personal sacred space. The sounds of the Festival and our singing felt as though we were sealed into a mobile sensorium, what Hahn (2006) calls a “world of sense” (p.89). I sang throughout the six-hour duration of the 2017 Festival. It was physically challenging, but I also experienced feelings of elation and peace. Towards the end of the Festival, I became faint, having not eaten from the previous night. At times, I sang seated on the floor, as did other singers, in order to ease the physical strain of standing. The experience of this physically gruelling process helped me to appreciate how undertaking such acts of devotion are seen to temporarily enable devotees to possess powers unavailable to the world of the profane (Kuper 1959). Thus, “Om Shakti” is sung periodically throughout procession, invoking the Goddess’ power. The exhortation is used in Hindu rituals as it is thought to invoke a deity’s energy and power within the devotee. Like other sacred mantras, continual recitation is thought to accelerate this process. Blackburn (1981) posits that the purpose of musical performance within South Indian Hindu Festivals is to “summon a deity to manifest its presence and display its power by possessing its medium” (p.251). 

For the singing group, the voice becomes the central way in which one can access the energy of Amman, and so the group sings stridently in order for Amman to hear them. The idea of a sonic darshan, discussed earlier, is intensified within the singing group. As if compensating for their restricted view of Amman, they employ the power of their voices to enact a human-divine encounter. For example, Sutha observed that “while singing the om shakti, the more energy you will get, the more focussing you have”. In a discussion with Rohini, the lead singer of the group, she said that the power from Amman came to her through her voice. She described to me how one year, she had lost her voice due to illness before the Festival, but as she joined the singing group at the Festival, her voice miraculously returned. She attributed this to the power of Amman and said that it gave her the “non-stop” energy to sing. Waghorne (1999) notes how in South Indian Chariot Festivals, “participants become servants of God, but in a larger sense God’s devotees also become the power that drives his/her process into the world. The people are the power and this ancient voice becomes a very contemporary idiom” (p.115). 
Hahn (2006:89) suggests that “sensually extreme” (p.89) experiences such as Festivals are a liminal space “beyond and between the boundaries that help us define our patterns of orientation and the degrees of our extremes” (p.90). Hahn here responds to Turner’s classic work on ritual (1969) in which he demarcates a religious festival as a liminal time and space in which normal social boundaries are broken down. At Amman’s Chariot Festival, the boundaries between the human and divine realms collapse, a particular time and space in which “we experience some moments as exceptional in part because they extend the realm of our orientation in “ordinary” life. Because they are extreme experiences, we depart from the ordinary and find ourselves transformed” (Hahn 2006:90). 





5.8.4 “It’s in the blood”: Caste and Cultural Capital at the Chariot Ther Festival 


Nagaswaram musician at the 2016 Chariot Ther Festival 
Photo Source: https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3740285/That-s-roll-Thousands-Hindu-devotees-gather-West-London-chariot-procession.html (​https:​/​​/​www.dailymail.co.uk​/​news​/​article-3740285​/​That-s-roll-Thousands-Hindu-devotees-gather-West-London-chariot-procession.html​)
The periya melam (big drum ensemble) occupy a powerful position throughout the procession. They are the sonic centrepiece of the Chariot Festival, not present at any other time in the year. Part of the troupe’s traditional role at Hindu Festivals is to help induce kavadi dancers into a trance, a Chariot Festival’s ritual highlight. Tallotte (2018) notes that traditionally periya melam musicians see themselves as “personally engaged in a divine contract that obliges them to honour the gods with exquisite music” (p.100). However, the troupe have been historically marginalised due to their non-Carnatic, non-Brahmin status, as well as being viewed as a folk “Little” Indian tradition (Weidman 2005). The musicians that traditionally play periya melam in South India are typically from a lower, non-Brahmin caste, usually associated with the Isai Velalars caste in South India. Terada (2000) notes that the ritual pollution associated with the instruments of the lower castes that play periyam melam, keeping Brahmin musicians from performing the music themselves, mean that they depend on a lower caste to provide music that is viewed as intrinsic to Hindu festive ritual worship. 


Nagaswaram musicians of the periya melam musical troupe at Amman Temple’s Chariot Ther Festival, 2017 
Photo Source: https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3740285/That-s-roll-Thousands-Hindu-devotees-gather-West-London-chariot-procession.html (​https:​/​​/​www.dailymail.co.uk​/​news​/​article-3740285​/​That-s-roll-Thousands-Hindu-devotees-gather-West-London-chariot-procession.html​)

In India the periya melam form the bulk of the non-Carnatic, non-Brahamical music in South Indian Temples (Groesbeck 1999). Chariot processions contrast with Brahamical worship that does not typically include trance, dance or possession. As such, ecstatic states are attributed to the lower castes in India (Younger 1980). Prorok (1998) describes the trance possessions of the lower castes in India as a resistance to Sanksritizaion and Brahamical dominant worship, thus the periya melam therefore became an important symbol of Tamil and non-Brahmin identity (Gangatharan 2007) in the historical tensions between Brahmin and non-Brahmins. 

The periya melam tradition has been passed through successive generations, in what Tallotte (2018) calls “heredity privileges” (p.98). In India, Gangatharan (2007) describes how the nagaswaram in particular has been “jealously guarded by [the] Melakarar community”, which he adds has dedicated itself to the promotion of the tradition (p.1099). As noted in the previous section, periya melam are viewed as a separate and distinct form of music from Carnatic music that is often understood through notions of caste. Niruvan Nakeenthiran, a Sri Lankan nagaswaram player from Amman’s Temple’s 2017 Festival, explained this when I asked him how he learned to play the nagaswaram:

“I don’t know actually if I should say. First of all music should be in the blood. Or maybe, I don’t want to say it should be in the blood, it’s better to be in the blood. It’s generational. My dad plays, my grandparents also. Basically I learned the basic from my dad in Sri Lanka.”
Niruvan interview, 16/08/2017

I asked Niruvan to further explain what he meant by “in the blood”. He said it meant “knowledge that comes into the blood as a generation” and later added that this was another way of saying “caste”. The nagaswaram, he noted, “cannot be learned by any other people”. Despite their marginalised position in comparison to Carnatic music, the periya melam turn their marginalised position into one of pride and dignity. In her ethnography of Greek weddings, Cowan (1990) demonstrates similarly how dauli, traditional Gypsy musicians, who like the periya melam play shawms and drums, occupy both a central and marginalised position in Greek wedding rituals. Cowan describes how, despite their low social status and often poor treatment by wedding guests, the musicians developed a sense of dignity in their identity, insisting to her for example, that they were indigenous rather than travelling Gypsies. Niruvan’s comment above similarly shows how periya melam musicians display a sense of pride in the fact that they have kept the tradition alive, “in the blood” for generations. 

The history of the periya melam is one of attempting to challenge their lower caste position and of persuading the Brahmin-led Carnatic music industry to take their music seriously. Ramanan (2014) demonstrates how during the early twentieth century, the periya melam broke through caste taboos by promoting their music as a special and unique traditional expression, to rival Carnatic music. The nagaswaram player, T. N. Rajarathnam Pillai became a famous musician throughout India in the early to mid-twentieth century, gaining the respect of Carnatic musicians. After a long battle fought by Pillai and other periya melam musicians in the mid twentieth century, nagaswaram players are now permitted to play inside the Samadhi (place of burial) part of a Hindu Temple that was prohibited to lower castes up until the twentieth century by Brahamical ritual orthodoxy. The nagaswaram is thus an important symbol of Tamil identity but also a strong marker of non-Brahmin caste identity (Gangatharan 2007). The periya melam use their marginalised identity to form a powerful position of pride and identity in their art form, something that they view as being a central part of Hindu ritual that has been marginalised by Brahmin orthodoxy and Carnatic music. This contested history comes to the fore at Amman Temple during the Festival. 

For example, Sutha explained to me that “everyone learns any music they wish”, but also added that she would not learn periya melam music as she was not from the same caste. She noted it was better that they continued to perform this music as “they [periya melam musicians] come by family”. When I asked a Temple committee member why it was so important to have periya melam at the Festival each year, he simply replied “it is the tradition”. Another committee member also told me it was to help periya melam musicians from Sri Lanka who were from poor backgrounds. 

Though the periya melam take centre stage during the procession day, they are somewhat marginalised in comparison to Carnatic musicians throughout the twenty-five day Festival. For example, at the Temple they are positioned to the left side, away from the central focus of Goddess Amman’s shrine, in front of which the Carnatic musicians perform. A Temple Committee member noted that only if a Carnatic musician were not present for a Cultural Programme, then the periya melam troupe would perform in the centre of the Temple in the Carnatic musicians’ place. However, despite this, periya melam musicians were generally received by Temple devotees with respect and appreciation. 

Periya melam musicians performing at Amman Temple’s Chariot Ther, Festival, August 2017. Photo taken by author
The periya melam musicians are perhaps valued more at Amman Temple, particularly by a minority set of the younger generation, than they are in Sri Lanka. For example, I saw Kirishan, a young Carnatic miridingham drummer touch a tavil drummer’s feet after a performance during the Festival. In a discussion with Kirishan he explained that he sees the periya melam as “musicians” first and does not think about caste taboos that may be present in India and Sri Lanka. 

Thus, there are a small but growing number of devotees in the diaspora that respect periya melam music and attempt to see past the caste restrictions of previous generations. For example, Rallayan, a young Carnatic miridingham drummer played with the periya melam troupe during an evening pooja at the 2017 Festival. Rallayan told me he enjoyed the unique experience playing with the periya melam and respected their expertise. For him, caste boundaries were less important. I met Danu at the 2018 Festival performing the tavil drum with the periya melam. Danu is a young British born Sri Lankan who began learning to play the Carnatic miridangham drum at a Tamil School. He began learning to play the tavil after becoming interested in the distinct drumming technique he saw tavil drummers use at Chariot Festivals each year. Danu faced intense opposition from his parents over playing the tavil as they felt the drum was for the “peasant caste”, and considered themselves middle class. I asked Danu how he felt about the opposition he faced from his parents and community. He said:

“You’re in England, what can anyone say. I’m one of the few that have stuck to it but it is against my parent’s wishes…Priests tell me if I leave it, it will never come back in my family generation. I will need to persist in playing it…Once music comes into your family, if you leave it, it will never come back.”
Danu interview, 16/08/2018

Here Danu’s mirrors Niruvan’s notion of playing periya melam being “in the blood” and kept within family generations. He views his tavil playing as divinely inspired, explaining how he spoke to a fortune teller who confirmed to him that learning to play the tavil was part of his service or seva to God. As noted above, he also had this confirmed by a priest, and views the tavil drum as an instrument that has spontaneously arrived within his family by spiritual intervention, despite resistance from his parents and not being from a tavil drum playing caste. I asked him why, despite the periya melam being associated with lower castes, their music was so important to Hindu Festivals. He said:

“…Because they [Hindu Temples] want the quality and devotees to come back. They may be peasants, but their music is unstoppable. All they do is blood, it is their blood. They know their instruments inside out. They may not be able to count money or read music, but nobody can stop them. They have respect now.” 
Danu interview, 16/08/2018

As discussed above, the periya melam fought for respect and for some lower castes in South India and Sri Lanka, have become a symbol of Tamil and non-Brahamical identity and pride. Danu initially faced some resistance from the periya melam musicians when he first attempted to perform with them at the Amman Chariot Ther Festival in London. Though he described playing with them as an “honour” he explained that:

“…it is something they would not necessarily appreciate me playing with them in Sri Lanka, in which I wouldn’t get the chance. They didn’t appreciate me playing with them at first. It becomes ego.” 
Danu interview, 16/08/2018






This chapter explored music making at Shri Kanaga Thurkkai Amman Hindu Temple. It foregrounded music at the Temple as displaying a dynamic process of hybridisation, informed by a transnationalism, that connects music across multiple geographies and histories. Amman Temple devotees’ relationship with both Sri Lanka and South India are articulated in the term “back home” that feeds into narratives about authenticity, origin and identity. It has looked closely at how caste and cultural capital inform music making at the Temple and within the community, revealing historical tensions at play in the present diaspora. 

















Chapter 6: Conclusion: Sacred Music in the Suburbs: Contrasts and Continuities 

Adesh is seated on a large velvet rug, cross-legged and poised, he begins to sing a Carnatic song in a sweet and melodic voice. Besides him is seated his accompanist drummer, Janakan, who steadily taps on his miridangdam drum throughout the song. Adesh, singing a Carnatic song in Sanskrit, stops to explain what a particular phrase means to the diverse crowd, seated on the floor facing him, gathered to experience three very different musical traditions on this one evening. This is Ealing at the Tate: Making Sacred Space. Adesh stops again and explains to the crowd the origins of Carnatic music and its connection to Hinduism. He then instructs the crowd to repeat a line after him. As Adesh and the crowd continue to sing, the evening’s technician puts in place a microphone that will be used for the following Christian hip hop performance from Mr. K. Later in the evening I drop in on a conversation between Adesh and Ed, St Thomas’ Choirmaster who conducted the earlier Anglican choral group singing, the first of the evening’s musical showcase. Ed tells Adesh that he is astonished at the use of micro-tones in Carnatic, something unfamiliar in Western music. As our time in the space comes to an end, I pick up the papers left by some of the crowd on which Mr. K instructed them to write a three line hip hop spoken word piece, inspired by the Japanese haiku. “This”, I recall him saying, “is how you can learn to write sacred hip hop”.




In May 2018, the opportunity arose to bring together and showcase the music from the three faith communities I had worked with over the previous three years in an evening workshop/performance hosted by the Tate Exchange, Tate Modern, as part of a programme of events curated by Royal Holloway’s Centre for GeoHumanities. I co-organised the event, which included a series of activities through the day, as part of the Making Suburban Faith research project. The representatives showcasing their music from the three places of worship were: Ed, St Thomas’ Choirmaster who led a choral rehearsal, teaching participants to sing an Anglican psalm and hymn; Adesh, a Carnatic singer from the Amman Hindu Temple, who sang and taught participants to sing a Carnatic song; and Mr. K, a rapper and spoken word artist from Ealing Christian Centre, who demonstrated how to write a hip hop song and, for the event’s finale, performed alongside his wife, Jenae, a professional Gospel singer. 

The evening brought together musical traditions and faith communities from closely overlapping worlds, that don’t often come together. Though these three faith communities are all situated within a mile of each other in Ealing, their music traditions operate as separate and distinct forms of religious creative practice, each with their own histories and imaginaries, as this thesis has shown. Thus, the bringing together of these three very different musical traditions in one evening, reflects the complexity of suburban faith creativity in which a diverse range of musical traditions share a small geographical area, each partaking in dynamic forms of music making. Several participants from the faith communities that 




Ealing at the Tate: Making Sacred Space Poster

The bringing together of different London communities for the event highlights recent debates on the nature of contemporary multiculturalism in London. Recent adages about the “failure” of multiculturalism by various politicians has led to questions about whether diverse cultures can truly co-exist in the modern city. Watson & Saha (2013), for example, note a growing political discourse that attributes a raft of social ills to the failed mechanisms of the multicultural state apparatus, that are thought to result in “social exclusion, terrorism and urban riot” (p.2017). In addition, reports on multiculturalism frequently highlight the resentment and tensions between diverse groups, particularly religious groups, in the often perceived “battle” for space and power. These apprehensions, often paint multiculturalism as a contemporary phenomenon filled with continual agitations and tensions, almost always ready to bubble over. Watson & Saha (2013), however, offer an alternative to this often pessimistic approach, instead attempting to show the ways in which diversity in suburbia has “in its ability to pick up on the subtle, ordinary, quieter ways in which immigrants settle and different groups learn to live together” (p.2025). Thus, they point to the mundane and ordinary ways in which diverse communities live side by side that often flies under the radar of sensational media reports and policy documents. The subtle ways that diverse communities live together also avoids a “celebratory multiculturalism that obfuscates the inevitable ambivalences, contestations, conflicts, inequalities and accommodations associated with the changing ethic composition of urban populations” (pp.2032-2033). Thus, despite recent proclamations from politicians about the “failure” of multiculturalism, the Ealing at the Tate events demonstrated to some extent how intercultural events can enhance common ground and shared interests between diverse groups that don’t often meet.

Adesh instructing a Carnatic song, Ealing at the Tate: Making Sacred Space Music Showcase, Friday 19th May 2019. Photo credit: Ed Brookes




6.2 Three Faith Communities: Three Musics
The thesis’ first research question – What distinctive musics do faith communities create in contemporary suburban London? – sought to uncover the creative, distinctive musical practices of each faith community. Underlying the question was the desire to offer a contrast to the stereotypical image of the suburbs as a mono-cultural “desert” on the outskirts of a more dynamic city space. The question feeds into debates discussed in the introductory chapter that point towards not just suburbia’s growing diversity, but particularly its diversity of creative religious practices. Thus the thesis has presented each faith community as a distinct and dynamic soundworld in which music is at the core of each place of worship’s identity. Each faith community however, does not operate in a vacuum, and is subject to the fusing of musical influences over great distances and time.  

St Thomas Church’s music draws upon an Anglican Protestant tradition that has its origins in the sixteenth century English Reformation, a turbulent period when music became the central to debates on liturgy and music’s appropriate place in the church. Choral music became intrinsic to opposing debates about whether music should be congregational or led by specialist choirs. St Thomas’ music today reflects these historical debates by inheriting congregational singing, central to Protestant demands, as well as the specialised role of a trained choir. The music St Thomas’ Choir draws upon the within the Anglican choral tradition are predominantly eighteenth and nineteenth century hymns. The Book of the Common Prayer, a product of the Reformation, is central to the Church’s liturgy and informs its musical practice. St Thomas’ music is also informed by the Choirmaster’s musical tastes that are often within the broader field of the choral Anglican or other sacred choral traditions. Ed for example, enjoyed Gregorian chant that he would set alongside the hymns that the Choir and congregation knew by heart, along with contemporary choral pieces that provided new, often challenging material for the Choir to learn. 

In this sense, St Thomas shares similarities with ECC who remix some of the same eighteenth and nineteenth century hymns that the St Thomas Choir sing to create a modernised Gospel R&B infused worship style. ECC, are a very different kind of expression of Protestant approaches to music making, but also allow for contemporary sounds. However ECC’s styles of contemporary, electronically amplified secular music genres such as R&B, Pop, Reggae and hip hop, are a world away from the contemporary choral pieces sung at St Thomas, which are often unaccompanied and acoustic. ECC mirrors the grandiose worship styles of the contemporary Pentecostal megachurch, with the most well known being Hillsong Church in Australia, that employ a “holy electricity” (Reed 2012:7) of charismatic sounds. ECC’s adoption of secular music styles are infused with the African American Gospel worship flair, crossing the Black Atlantic (Gilroy 1993) to create a distinct form of Black British Pentecostal music. 





6.3 Worship Spaces and the Organisation of Musical Creativity
The second thesis research question was: How is musical creativity organised in different suburban faith communities? Historical debates about the appropriate role of music in religion inform this question as these debates have influenced the forms and structures a particular music has adopted. Therefore, each faith community has its own particular musical structure, largely centred on trained specialists providing music for the community. 

St Thomas’ music creativity is organised around the St Thomas Choir, which is central to the Church’s identity. The Choir, made up of around thirteen regular singers, provide music for the congregation, viewing their work as a type of spiritual “duty” or service. This entails a commitment of an hour every Friday night to attend a rehearsal, led by St Thomas’ Choirmaster, a paid professional musician and conductor. Like St Thomas, ECC also has a centralised, specialised team that create music, the ECC Worship Team, headed by ECC’s Musical Director, Pastor Sam. ECC’s Worship Team structure is organised along the lines of contemporary Pentecostal “megachurches” in which the Church organises a professional team of directors, singers and musicians to ensure music matches commercial standards of musical practice. At Amman Temple, music is formally organised around Carnatic music, noted on programmes for Temple events and festivals. Contrasting ECC and St Thomas however, there is no centralised team of musicians or singers, akin to a Choir or Worship Team. Instead Carnatic musicians perform at the Temple on a rotating and sporadic basis, with personal or familial connections to the Temple often an indicator as to the frequency of their presence as performers. 

All three faith communities view their specialist group of musicians as conferring a type of “quality” and professionalism to the music, highly valued in each space. This, however, does not mean that there is no room for other auxiliary forms of music that take the form of non-specialists, or at least, less professionally trained. For example, at Amman Temple, alongside Carnatic music, devotional bhajan singing holds an important position in the Temple’s musical organisation. At ECC, music is also provided by ECC’s Youth Ministry who often use ECC to experiment with new creative ideas, such as performing hip hop songs they have written or a new dance they have learned. Pastor Sam, ECC’s Musical Director, is also always on the lookout for new singers or musicians within the congregation to join the Worship Team. St Thomas opens the singing in the Choir up to the public for special services, with no policy on whether or not they have a musical background or are religious. 

The opening up of music to non-specialist, non-trained individuals evident at each place, also reflects their approach to the relationship between music and spirituality and the ways music works within each space. At ECC, music is viewed as being both participatory and congregational as well as an individual act of worship to God. At St Thomas, music forms a mixture of both congregational hymns and choir sung hymns. Amman Temple’s complicates these descriptions as the term “congregational” does not traditionally apply to music at Hindu Temples. Instead musicians are viewed as giving a service to God in which all present can partake. There is however, also a strong sense of collective singing at the Temple, in which devotees sing devotional bhajan songs in unison. This is also evident at the Temple’s annual Chariot Ther Festival, in which a dedicated troupe of devotees sing continuously to Amman throughout procession. 

The ways in which music is organised at each place of worship also has a close relationship to the physical building in which it is housed. This connects to each community’s ideas about sacred space. For example, ECC’s conversion of its building from a former theatre and nightclub highlights the Church’s flexible approach to sacred space in which they do not foreground or give importance to the relationship between a sacred building and sacred practices. The building’s adaption and re-making points to the high value ECC attributes to creative, embodied expression, creating their own sacred space through music, highlighted by Pastor Richard’s adage, “we are the space”. Music is organised not to consciously suit the building, but to suit the needs for the worshippers to have their spirits filled with creative music, creating sacred space from within. 

By contrast, St Thomas’ music is, in part organised around and ritually informed by the building of St Thomas itself. Father Robert viewed the building as an intrinsic and important part of the ritual and liturgy of St Thomas, noting that the building itself “sings”. Singers reflected this, by often mentioning the importance the building had to singing in the choir, not only in the way the building was purposely designed for Anglican worship and the choral tradition, but also what was contained within it; their memoires and familial lineages. These informed the experience and practice of music at St Thomas, creating a sacred space that was, in some ways converse to ECC’s “we are the space”, to instead the space of St Thomas being a part of them. Although ECC contends that the space of the church does not have an effect on worship and is not important, ECC’s building, being a former theatre, was designed for performance. The large theatre stage greatly informs ECC’s large-scale celebratory styles of worship. Thus, although ECC contests the role of space in their musical organisation, it can be felt within the spectacular nature of their services. ECC’s music is highly amplified to appropriately fill the expansiveness of the building, thus acoustic issues are not a consideration in the same way as they are for St Thomas or the Temple. This reflects the ways in which each faith community’s religious building connects to the nature of the music performed within it. 






















6.4 Musical Networks and Traditions in Suburbia
The third research question was: How does musical practice and performance in suburban faith communities fit into wider creative networks and traditions? The music performed in each of the worship spaces are informed by long historical traditions. In each case, as can be seen within each of the spaces’ music performed today, these traditions are replete with contestations and complexities. Importantly, each also self-consciously views itself as part of a historical tradition, which it both maintains and departs from. At St Thomas, this involves the sense of being part of a long tradition of Anglican choral music and worship. This sense of history imbued in the music, affords it great value and respect from the community. Similarly at Amman Temple, Carnatic music was viewed as belonging to a tradition that stretched back thousands of years and is intrinsic to Hindu’s origin creation belief. This was a cause of much pride, as I was told on numerous occasions, that Hinduism was the world’s “oldest” religion. Both St Thomas’ choral music tradition and the Temple’s Carnatic music tradition can be said to be an “invented tradition”. At St Thomas, many of the hymns that were considered to be centuries old, were in fact written in the eighteenth or nineteenth centuries. The Nine Lessons and Carols service, a highlight of St Thomas’ calendar was considered to be an old tradition, when in fact it was created, in its current form in the early twentieth century, an example of a modern invention that appears to be very traditional. Similarly, the Temple’s Carnatic music was promoted as India’s “classical” tradition in the early 20th century. This meant that the Temple, as well as St Thomas, maintained a tradition that, in its current form, was not as old as it appeared. An enduring consensus at Amman Temple was the view that music was one of the most important and strongest bearers of tradition. Music was valued greatly as a beneficial and effective way of maintaining a “Tamil” identity in the diaspora. Ideals of tradition created the sense of an “imagined community” for Sri Lankan Tamils in the diaspora, that not only connected them to what they perceived as a long historical cultural tradition, but also as a vital way for them to connect to their homeland in the present. St Thomas also viewed music as an important bearer of tradition that formed an important part of the Church’s identity as a traditional parish church. This raises questions about the very different kinds of “imagined” communities each space produced and how these relate to different approaches to geography. For example, St Thomas’ imagined community was the traditional Anglican parish, based around a specific geographical locale. Amman Temple’s imagined community was rooted in ideals of South India as their ancestral home. At ECC, an imagined community of global Pentecostal worshippers was informed by the sense of a “world mission”, therefore not confined to one locale. 

St Thomas and ECC’s different takes on Protestantism’s “sense of itself as an agent of historical rupture” (Abraham 2018:8) is thus evidenced through the different approaches it takes to music. One the one hand, St Thomas’ Protestantism grounds itself in the tradition of Liberal Anglicanism that lends to ideas of tolerance, an approach that means that the St Thomas Choir is open and welcoming to new, non-religious singers. ECC’s flexible approach to the use of secular music reflects the Pentecostal tradition of utilising secular styles to engage with the secular world, but be apart from it. 

 “Tradition” thus became a marker around which each place of worship would construct an identity. However these identities were not solely based on maintaining a historical tradition, instead worked as a way in which each faith communities could adapt and create room for new cultural practices. In each space tradition afforded spaces for flexibility and innovation, as well as constraints and rigidity. ECC’s identity as a contemporary Pentecostal church, using secular styles of music contrasts, in some ways, its close adherence to theology. For St Thomas, their strict adherence to ritual and liturgy contrasts their liberal approach to faith and attitudes of tolerance. Amman Temple can be viewed as an evolving tradition in which its music making becomes part of way in which devotees construct diasporic identities. ECC and Amman Temple, in particular, raise questions about the very notion of “tradition” itself. At what point, under what circumstances, and according to whom does something transform from a cultural practice to a tradition? At ECC, hip hop has been adopted into the church’s worship styles, though similar questions could be posed: to what extent and by whom might hip hop be considered a tradition at ECC? And similarly, to what extent and by whom is it considered something new and responsive to future-orientated social conditions? Hip hop at ECC is, in some sense, part of the tradition of African American popular music styles that various rappers and musicians at ECC pointed out, that have their origins in the African American church. Yet further, the ECC chapter demonstrates the ways in which African American worship styles were influenced by Protestant worship practices, adopting English eighteenth century hymns, as well as being influenced by African slave plantation spirituals. In an attempt to answer the questions above, hip hop at ECC was viewed as part of the broader Protestant tradition of responding to the times, and contemporary Pentecostalism’s approach to adapting to current social conditions to make the church relevant. Rappers perceived their work as mainly a mission in which to help lead others to God, that continued in the modern day the tradition of Christian evangelicalism. At the Temple, Carnatic music was sometimes presented as a tradition that cannot be changed or altered, even in its diasporic context. Yet, it is indelibly altered by taking on the form of a cultural practice in the diaspora, where slippages and innovations are bound to happen. One of the ways this occurs is the blurring of culture and religion in the diaspora in which spiritual practices take on more cultural forms. Several Carnatic musicians at the Temple see their music practice as maintaining a “tradition” that has been divorced from a strong sense of spirituality, while others locate spirituality in the music itself, and not necessarily the spiritual practices of the Temple. Therefore, notions of “tradition” are not straightforward, binary or linear, instead they are complex, bilateral and very often, “invented”.   

Each faith community displayed measures of self-awareness in the ways in which their musical tradition were perceived. For example, a number of worshippers at ECC were aware of its perception as a “happy clappy” church. Indeed some worshippers were attracted to the church for its reputation for lively, charismatic worship and for music that utilised modern sounds. St Thomas were aware of its style of worship being different to that of “happy clappy” churches, and saw value in its music in being un-changed. Thus both ECC and St Thomas attached value to the perception they had of their music as being either “old” and traditional or “fresh” and new. This also draws out different attitudes of aesthetics and tradition. At the Temple, I met several devotees who were aware of the perception of Hinduism as “vibrant” and “colourful”, a perception they took pride in and felt set the religion apart from other religions. Though devotees also noted to me that they were self-conscious of Hinduism seeming “alien” and “odd” in comparison to Christianity. This meant that some devotees would emphasise that Hindus worshipped one God, rather than the “millions of Gods” of Hindu’s typical depiction. This connected to how each place of worship viewed the relationship between music and spirituality. At St Thomas, a few singers reported that the belief that one could have faith without music. At the Hindu Temple however, devotees were forthright in expressing music’s intrinsic connection to Hindu belief. At ECC, music was central to the concept of the Holy Spirit, in which music was viewed as a medium in which the Holy Spirit could operate. At St Thomas, singers also located spirituality within music, with many reporting experiencing religious feelings when singing. 





6.5 Affect, Emotion and the Sacred
The fourth and final thesis research question was: How is music in suburban faith communities used to produce affect, emotion and a sense of the sacred? This question sought to explore the affective and emotional nature of participant’s experiences with the sacred. In an interview with Father Robert from St Thomas, he described the experience of conducting a funeral service at ECC. He described how the feeling of the immense space and expanse of ECC’s stage led him to different and enhanced states of emotion in comparison to those he commonly experienced at St Thomas. ECC’s stage made him conduct the sermon in a more emotive and expressive manner, than the more sombre manner he conducts sermons at St Thomas. ECC’s stage, he noted humorously, made him feel like a “rockstar”. Father Robert’s description of giving a sermon at ECC reveals how affect, emotion and the sense of the sacred work differently within the three faith communities. The affective register that Father Robert embodied while on the ECC stage, encapsulated by the expressive image of a rockstar, points towards the ways in which the physical space orients human emotion and feelings of embodiment. My own experience performing music within each faith community attests to Father Robert’s description. At each place of worship, there is different way that bodies move in worship. At ECC, the body is encouraged to move to the rhythm of the music of the Worship Team. Within this rhythmic framework, the body can move freely, with spontaneous movements and expressions viewed as evidence of the Holy Spirit. Music acts a medium for the Holy Spirit, evidenced in the ecstatic movements of the worshipping body. By contrast, at St Thomas, the body becomes part of a set liturgy that requires prescribed movements at various points. Standing up from the pews, sitting down and walking through the Church in a set manner are the ways in which the body at St Thomas works within a larger liturgical framework. There is also a focus on contemplation and an intellectualised approach to music that views it as a serious study requiring concentration and discipline, and at times a certain distancing from spiritual feelings. At Amman Temple, the body is poised and focussed, the posture of a straight back and crossed legs connotes discipline and control, qualities highly in Hindu philosophy. Though the body at ECC appears to express free and spontaneous movement, synchronised unison movement often mirroring the Worship Team are part of what could be thought of ECC worship rituals. Similarly at Amman Temple, there are moments of bodily release and unrestrained movements. This occurs when possession of a deity’s power, or even the deity itself, is thought to embody the devotee. This happens once a year at the Amman Chariot Ther Festival, a public procession in which the body has the capacity to dance and twirl, going into trance like states.  

Holdrege (1999) uses the term “embodied community” to describe cultures in which tradition is embodied in collective knowledge. The passing of culture is often conceived as being transmitted through an oral tradition, yet the thesis has demonstrated how intrinsic the body is to the expression of each musical tradition. The body in each place of worship can also help understand each places’ conceptualisation of affect. Each space had a collection of words to describe the various experiences of affect that was attributed to a divine or transcendental presence. At Amman Temple, this was narrated through concepts of “energy”, “power” and “Shakti”. These words were used to describe a variety of feelings that music could engender. At ECC, words such as “spirit” and “fire” were used to describe the God inspired affect that one could feel in their body. The “Holy Spirit” was viewed as a holy affective presence that could embody worshippers. At St Thomas, “vibration” and “resonance” was used to describe the affect of the organ. 





6.6 Concluding Thoughts: A Suburban Sacred Sonix?
This thesis has explored the soundworlds of three distinct faith communities in the West London suburb of Ealing. It has presented a challenge to common conceptions of suburbia as neither diverse, nor creative. Instead the thesis has shown the plethora of creative practices that thrive in a small geographical area of a multicultural suburban locale. Although this was an intensive study of three closely co-located sites, wider implications emerge from the study that can inform ideas of place, music and religion in the contemporary city. Ideas of diversity and the often quiet and overlapping worlds of faith, the hidden creativity of religious practice and the sometimes ‘extraordinary’ nature of ordinary religion have all been themes explored in various ways. 

The thesis has demonstrated the ways in which each of these worlds is at once a discrete and bounded phenomenon, attached to and practising the impassioned maintenance of localised, imagined and invented traditions. Yet it has also shown how each world is also at the same time unbounded, plugged into transnational networks and creative practices that move beyond the spaces of each building, and indeed the city. This inimitable interplay between space, music and faith and between the sacred and secular worlds that each community display is what I refer to as a sacred sonix: the distinctive and particular ways in which sacred sound, fusing together the sacred and secular, constructs meaning for individuals and groups. The term intends to challenge common conceptions that the sacred operates wholly separate and apart from the world, instead showing how sacred sound is in fact a product of both overlapping worlds. Thus, on the one hand, the particular way in which sacred sonix constructs meaning is embedded within its capacity to foster feelings of the transcendental and the divine, setting it apart from secular forms of music making. Yet it also points towards contestations that complicate the ideal of the sacred being above and apart from human influence and interaction. Changing the “c” in “sonic” to an “x” was inspired by my ethnographic inquiry into holy hip hop at ECC where I discovered tensions in identity involving markers of masculinity, “blackness” and geography. Within these internal struggles with identity, Christian rappers, attempting to grapple with their often conflicting roles in the world, sought to create a new identity that traversed both worlds. Thus, mirroring hip hop’s frequent subversion of language, in an attempt to reveal something new, the “x” represents the contestations and tensions that can come to the fore in practicing sacred sounds. Similarly it also points to the slippages between the sacred and the secular, in which non-sacred music, like hip hop, can also produce feelings of the transcendental and divine. This thesis therefore has been an exploration into three communities’ sacred sonix, revealing the aural continuum between the sacred and secular realms. 







Topic 1: Background Questions 
-How did you come to sing in the choir at St Thomas’?
Probe: length of time/attracted to the music or not

-What are some of your earliest memories of music? 
Probe: memories of music in church

-How has your relationship with music developed since then? What role does music/singing play in your day-to-day life now?
Probe: more or less important

-Have their been any major changes in the nature of singing at St Thomas’ over the years? 




Topic 2: Singing and faith
-Could you tell me the reasons you sing in the choir?
Probe: personal/social/spiritual/performance/fun/seasonal

-What role does singing in the choir play in your faith?
Probe: closer to God/spiritual duty/praising

-What is it particularly about the music that is important to you and your faith?
Probe: music or sound, words/text

-Do you feel God has a direct presence in music?





Topic 3: Experience while singing 
-What do you feel when you are singing in church?

-Is there a particular ‘emotion’/feeling you feel the strongest when you sing?

-When you sing in the choir, whom do you feel your voice is directed towards?
Probe: God/audience/choirmaster





-What are the qualities that make you feel a particular song was performed well?
Probe: congregation reaction/personal feeling/God/choirmaster

-Would you term your experience singing in a choir as a ‘performance’ or something else? / How does the nature of performance feature in what you do?

-What are the differences between singing in a rehearsal compared to singing in an actual service?






-What can you remember from your experience of learning and singing “Softly”?







-Has the organ affected the way you sing at all? What do you feel about its presence in services?

-Does the physical space of the church affect your experience of singing?
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^1	  I here and above use scare quotes for the term “black”, and later “white” and “race” as I do not feel comfortable with such racial categorizations and am of the belief that it is often difficult to fit people into such stark, loaded binaries. I feel the terms “black” and “white” are restrictive and outdated modes of representation for describing myself and others (partially reflected in the length devoted to experiencing racial positions in the Hindu Temple positionality section). However, I also understand these words’ utility and relative simplicity for describing myself and my positionality in the context of my research. I will use these quotes for only this chapter in the thesis as it pertains mostly to my own, personal experiences and approach towards racial identity.
^2	  Ed Cooke ended this role in December 2018, and the Church is currently looking for a new Director of Music.
^3	  I use the term Pentecostal as one that also encompasses contemporary Charismatic, Evangelical and Revivalist Christian movements (Anderson 2004)
^4	  An evening’s pooja usually begins from 5.15pm to around 10pm. 
^5	  Kuper further explains that kavadi is typically “carried in fulfilment of a vow following an illness, or other misfortune; and the vow can be fulfilled either by the patient or somebody closely attached” (Kuper 1959:120)
